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The Rise of National Parks in America: Traditional Narrative 
The origins of America’s national park movement lay in the intellectual and 
political milieu of the 19
th
 century, when American artists, writers and politicians, 
conscious of a relatively short national history, longed for tangible symbols of a unique 
national identity.
1
  Historian Louis Warren argues, for example, that: 
Whereas the English, French, and Italian peoples could point to ancient ruins, cathedrals that were 
hundreds of years old, and traditions of arts and letters that went back almost to the dawn of 
Christianity, American culture was, by comparison, very new.  Many found the material to fill this 
gap in America’s monumental landscapes, the huge mountains and the craggy peaks which 
dominated parts of the country, particularly in the West.
2 
 
Exactly, what ought to be done on a national scale to ensure the perpetuation of such 
landscapes remained debatable.  The conservation movement, with its call for rational 
management of public lands, and the first national parks, Yellowstone and Yosemite, 
arose contemporaneously. The national park system grew rapidly; there were five 
national parks by the end of the 19
th
 century and seventeen by the end of the second 




   
 My thesis traces the way in which the relationship between competing and 
intermixed spatial factors (public, private and sacred), expressed through the agency of 
individuals and groups, influenced the creation of two specific national parks in two 
distinct historical eras.  I adopt a case study approach in my thesis so that I can examine 
                                                 
1
 Historians writing of this period, including Frederick Jackson Turner in his famous frontier thesis, 
Roderick Nash in Wilderness and the American Mind, and even the much more recent work of Mark 
Spence in Dispossessing the Wilderness, draw on these notions of monumental nature as central to 
European-American identity.  For a thorough analysis of the ways in which European-Americans altered 
the existing North American landscape upon their arrival, see William Cronon’s Changes in the Land.  The 
writings of Emerson, Thoreau and the paintings of the Hudson River School painters including Thomas 
Cole and Asher B. Durand provide insights into the intellectual and artistic climate of 19
th
 century America.  
2
 Louis S. Warren, ed, American Environmental History, “Chapter 8: National Parks and the Trouble with 
Wilderness,” (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 212.   
3
 Carlos Campbell, Birth of a National Park in the Great Smoky Mountains: and unprecedented crusade 
which created, as a gift of the people, the nation’s most popular park, (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 
Press, 1960), 7-8.  
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the changing emphases and proportions of these factors historically.  Tracing the histories 
of the creation of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park (GSMNP) in 1934 and the 
Cuyahoga Valley National Recreation Area (CVNRA) (now Cuyahoga Valley National 
Park) in 1974, I show how changing justifications for park creation and development 
reflect a shift from an emphasis on generalized Romantic views of nature, regional 
development and recreation primarily for wealthy urban dwellers to specific 
preservationist views of nature, curbing of undesirable development and recreation for 
less privileged urban dwellers.  This shift resulted from changes in patterns of national 
industrialization and in response to past mistakes, particularly regarding land acquisition 
from private land-holders.  Concurrently, I show how changing notions of sacred nature 
and sacred culture in American society led to views of the CVNRA’s sacred qualities 
which would have been implausible in the eyes of the GSMNP’s creators and unthinkable 
to the creators of the parks that came before. 
The traditional narrative of the growth of national parks in America pivots on the 





 centuries. The conservation movement is represented by Gifford Pinchot, a 
staunch advocate for “National Forests” to be set aside so that timber could be managed 
in a rational fashion.  The preservation movement, on the other hand, is represented by 
John Muir, a Romantic nature lover who saw landscape as something sacred that should 
be immutable.
4
   
Both historians and environmentalists consider Gifford Pinchot, born in Salisbury 
Connecticut in 1865, to be the “father of American conservation because of his great and 
                                                 
4
 Lawrence Hott and Diane Gary, The Wilderness Idea, (Lost Angelis: Direct Cinema Limited, 1989).  
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unrelenting concern for American forests.”
5
  Friend of Theodore Roosevelt, Pinchot was 
made the first chief of the Forest Service newly created within the Department of 
Agriculture in 1905 to oversee America’s growing collection of Forest reserves.  
Pinchot’s human-centered view of forests as “natural resources” is clearly laid out in his 
autobiography, Breaking New Ground: 
Without natural resources life itself is impossible. From birth to death, natural resources, 
transformed for human use, feed, clothe, shelter, and transport us. Upon them we depend for every 
material necessity, comfort, convenience, and protection in our lives. Without abundant resources 




 John Muir, born in Dunbar, Scotland, in 1838, was a naturalist and writer; he 
founded the Sierra Club in 1892.  Like Pinchot, he was a friend of Theodore Roosevelt 
and influenced the president’s conservation policies.
7
  Unlike Pinchot, he did not view 
the non-human environment as a collection of natural resources; instead he was what 
today would be termed a biocentrist.  In a letter to a friend, Muir wrote about the spiritual 
beauty of Calypso orchid plants he came across in a forest walk: 
I never before saw a plant so full of life; so perfectly spiritual, it seemed pure enough for the 
throne of its Creator.  I felt as if I were in the presence of superior beings who loved me and 
beckoned me to come.  I sat down beside them and wept for joy.  Could angels in their better land 
show us a more beautiful plant?  How good is our heavenly Father in granting us such friends as 




Over the course of the 20
th
 century, Muir’s biocentric stance and the preservationist 
movement it spawned would gain favor with environmentalist writers and early national 
park historians while Pinchot and his conservationism would lose favor. 
                                                 
5
 US Forest Service History, “Gifford Pinchot (1865-1946), 1
st
 Chief of the Forest Service, 1905-1910,” 
[online] at http://www.lib.duke.edu/forest/Research/usfscoll/people/Pinchot/Pinchot.html, [14 April, 2006]  
6
 Gifford Pinchot, Breaking New Ground, (Washington DC: Island Press, 1998), 505. 
7
 The Sierra Club, “John Muir Exhibit,” [online] at http://www.sierraclub.org/john_muir_exhibit/ [15 April, 
2006].  
8
 John Muir, “Letter from John Muir to Mrs. Jeanne Carr, Quoted in J.D Butler, ‘The Calypso Borealis; 
Botanical Enthusiasm,’ Boston Recorder, December 21
st
, 1866, p 1 in Muir, Scrapbook I, p 26 (John Muir 
Collection at the Universtiy of the Pacific, Stockton, CA),” in Peninah Neimark and Peter Rhoades Mott 
eds, The Environmental Debate: A Documentary History, (Westport CT: Greenwood Press, 1999), 96. 
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 In, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency, historian Samual P. Hays argues 
that the conservation movement was firmly rooted in the Progressive tradition of the 
early 20
th
 century.  Conservation was primarily about planned economic efficiency 
through scientific regulation, trusting scientific administration over the whims of the 
masses.
9
  In this sense, conservation was technocratic, not populist.  Hayes warns that 
conservation was not about “the people versus the interests,” framed by early 
conservation and national park historians such as Carlos Campbell, author of Birth of a 
National Park in the Great Smoky Mountains.  That traditional heroic narrative, along 
with the competing trope of preservation, arose out of a program to raise popular support 
for conservation so that lack of congressional support could be overcome.   
 The ideas of the conservation movement were first applied when the government 
determined what to do with public land in the West at the turn of the 20
th
 century.  
Traditionally, public land was allocated to private individuals or private companies 
working in the public interest, such as the railroads, but conservationists like Gifford 
Pinchot argued that public land should be administered scientifically by experts so as to 
promote its most efficient use.  This government administration of public land provided 
some of the first precedents for national parks.  
 Beginning with Yellowstone, established in 1872, federal and state authorities set 
aside parkland in the 19
th
 and early 20
th
 centuries.  However, exactly what was to be done 
on this parkland, specific parameters for use, and dictums for posterity were not solidified 
until the Organic Act of 1916.
 10
    
                                                 
9
 Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency, (New York: Athenium, 1979), 2.  
10
 Larry M. Dilsaver, ed. America’s National Park System: the Critical Documents, “Act to Establish a 
National Park Service, 1916,” (Roman and Littlefield, 1994), [online] at 
http://www.cr.nps.gov/history/online_books/anps/anps_1i.htm 
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 According to Hays, the initial divergence from the efficient use orientation of 
conservation came when popular support was solicited and conservation began to be 
viewed through a moral lens:  
This bid for popular support brought into the conservation movement a new and somewhat 
disturbing influence.  Heretofore, specific interest groups… comprised the major political backing 
for the administration’s resource policies.  Concerned primarily with economic growth, they aided 
Pinchot and his friends because of a common interest in rational development.  Those who came 
to the support of conservation in 1908 and 1909, however, were prone to look upon all 
commercial development as mere materialism, and upon conservation as an attempt to save 




 Hays explains that this new moralistic view of conservation came primarily from 
urbanites concerned with the evils of rapid industrialization.  Urban residents, with little 
personal experience with nature as a resource, viewed conservation as a way to combat 
these evils, to get back to the kind of nature that was unchanging and not subject to 
fleeting human fads.  In effect, this signaled the growth of the preservation movement. 
 The growing conflict between conservation and preservation came to a head with 
the Hetch-Hetchy controversy in the Yosemite Valley of California.  The tale of Hetch-
Hetchy is emblematic in the annals of environmental history.  Conservation, symbolized 
by the movement to dam and flood the Hetch-Hetchy Valley to provide water for San 
Francisco, and captained by Gifford Pinchot, battled the forces of preservation, aiming to 
incorporate the Hetch-Hetchy Valley into the newly organized Yosemite National Park 
and preserve it for its natural beauty.
12
  John Muir led this effort to preserve the Hetch-
Hetchy, writing to Theodore Roosevelt on April 21, 1908: 
I am anxious that the Yosemite National Park may be saved from all sorts of commercialism and 
marks of man’s work other than the roads, hotels, etc, required to make its wonders and blessings 
                                                                                                                                                 
[11 March, 2006]. This act established the National Park Service (NPS) and defined its mission as “to 
conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife therein and to provide for the 
enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment 
of future generations.” 
11
 Hays, 141.  
12
 Hott and Garey, The Wilderness Idea 
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available.  For as far as I have seen there is not in all the wonderful Sierra, or indeed in the world, 
another so grand and wonderful block of Nature’s mountain handiwork. 
 
There is now under consideration, as doubtless you well know, an application of San Francisco 
supervisors for the use of the Hetch-Hetchy Valley and Lake Eleanor as storage reservoirs for a 
city water supply.  This application should, I think, be denied, especially the Hetch-Hetchy part, 
for the Valley… is counterpart of Yosemite, and one of the most sublime and beautiful and 




In response, James Phelan, mayor of San Francisco, wrote a letter to Outlook magazine in 
1909 giving reasons why nature lovers ought to understand the needs of the people of San 
Francisco for a fresh water supply: 
By yielding their opposition, sincere lovers of nature will turn the prayers of a million people to 
praise for the gifts bestowed upon them by the God of Nature, whom they cannot worship in his 
temple, but must perforce live in the sweltering cities.  A reduced death rate is a more vital 




This debate foreshadowed the competition between public and “sacred” considerations 
that would repeatedly characterize national park policy for the next century. 
  Legend has it that when conservationists succeeded in having the valley 
dammed, John Muir died of a broken heart and preservation was forever divorced from 
conservation.  National parks were placed under the jurisdiction of the Department of the 
Interior, far away from National Forests administered by the Department of Agriculture.  
This separation symbolized the philosophical break between preservationists who wanted 
to keep “sacred land” for the “enjoyment of future generations” and conservationists who 
merely wanted to “use land wisely.”
15
 
 From this point on, the traditional preservationist and environmentalist narratives 
espoused by official historians like Campbell and environmentalists like Ed Abbey, 
spiritual father of the militant environmental movement, Earth First, pit the “good” 
preservationists and wilderness-advocates against the “bad” wise-use conservationists 
                                                 
13
 John Muir, “Letter to Theodore Roosevelt,” in The Environmental Debate, 132. 
14
 James Phelan, “Letter to Outlook,” in The Environmental Debate, 133.  
15
 Hays, 192-198. 
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allied with evil industries.  John Muir is held up as a deity of preservation while Gifford 
Pinchot is something of a fallen angel.  Preservation of nature and wilderness spread 
beyond national parks with the advent of another dam controversy—that over Echo Park 
near Dinosaur National Monument.  The potential destruction of this new dam formed the 
subject of Abbey’s book, The Monkey Wrench Gang.
16
  The environmentalists’ crusade 




Environmental History: Alternative Scholarship 
Within the past ten years or so, environmental history has “come of age,” 
encouraging internal debate and breaking, at least in part, from its roots allied with 
environmental advocacy.
18
 In this new academic culture, intellectual and social 
environmental historians have complicated the assumptions about nature and culture 
essential to a purely heroic reading of the history of national parks.   Two of the most 
prominent and important of these self-identified environmental historians are William 
Cronon and Karl Jacoby.  Cronon’s watershed essay, “The Trouble with Wilderness or 
Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” published in his anthology Uncommon Ground: 
Toward a Reinvention of Nature, sparked heated controversy among environmentalists.  
In “The Trouble with Wilderness,” Cronon traced the development of the contemporary 
                                                 
16
 Ed Abbey, The Monkey Wrench Gang, (New York: Harper Collins, 1975), 1-8.  
17
 For a good example of an environmentalist narrative that sees history as a struggle between “good” 
holistic environmentalists and “bad” agents of exploitative capitalism, see Derek Wall, ed, Green History: 
a Reader in Environmental Literature, Philosophy and Politics, (New York: Routledge, 1994).  This book 
takes a more radical stance than “preservationists” or “conservationists,” viewed as people trying to protect 
nature or natural resources only for elites, but it also provides a good example of the kind of ideological 
writing that prefers advocacy to analysis.   
18
 For historiographical analysis of the roots of environmental history, see Alfred W. Crosby, “The Past and 
Present of American Environmental History,” The American Historical Review, Vol. 100, No. 4. (Oct., 
1995), p 1181. and Mart A. Stewart, “Environmental History: Profile of a Developing Field,” The History 
Teacher, Vol. 31, No. 3. (May, 1998), pp. 351-368. 
 14 
American conception of “wilderness” from its biblical origins through Romantic era 
notions of the sublime through nostalgia for the “lost frontier.”  Cronon argued that the 
notion of wilderness, laden with Romantic and religious overtones, tends to obscure the 
processes of history, ignoring the violence of Indian removal, and “tacitly working to 
reproduce the very values its devotees seek to reject.”
19
  He wrote:  “Worse: to the extent 
that we live in an urban-industrial civilization but at the same time pretend to ourselves 
that our real home is in the wilderness, to just that extent we give ourselves permission to 
evade responsibility for the lives we actually lead.”
20
 
 Although Cronon’s indictment was not of “non-human nature,” or of “wild land” 
itself, but of persistent attitudes about nature that foster unhealthy dualities in human 
action, his thesis has been misunderstood by many environmentalists as a claim that 
wilderness is a cultural construct and thus does not objectively exist.  Edward Abbey 
accused Cronon of anthropocentrism and playing into the hands of industrial special 
interests who could latch onto his views and claim him as an ally in their anti-
preservationist agendas.  In The Full Value of Parks, David Harmon, executive director 
and researcher for the George Wright Society, included a cautionary critique of 
“postmodern deconstructionist” philosophy as he saw Cronon applying it: “Whatever 
may be the merits of postmodern deconstruction as a technique to criticize Western 
conservation approaches—and, judiciously applied, the merits are considerable—it goes 
too far when it concludes that there are no objective realities in nature.”
21
  Harmon also 
                                                 
19
 William Cronon, ed. Uncommon Ground : Toward Reinventing Nature, “Chapter One: The Trouble with 
Wilderness or Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” (New York : W.W. Norton & Co., 1995), 12. 
20
 Cronon, 13.  
21
 David Harmon and Allen D. Putney, The Full Value of Parks: From Economics to the Intangible, (New 
York: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc, 2003), 17.  Harmon is executive director of the George 
Wright Society “dedicated to the protection, preservation and management of cultural and natural parks and 
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included an amusing anecdote about a proverbial “deconstructionist” being eaten by a 
very real bear. Yet, Cronon’s analysis of the origins of American conceptions of nature 
and wilderness is useful when considering the ways in which actors in the process of park 
creation and perpetuation were able to achieve their desired results, sometimes in the face 
of powerful economic and social obstacles. 
 From a more social-historical perspective, Karl Jacoby analyzed the effects of 
environmental laws and the setting aside of land on local people.  Jacoby considered the 
role of class in people’s relationships with the land, and he highlighted 
misunderstandings between those (primarily urban and upper class) who impose laws and 
those (primarily rural and lower class) who must follow them.  In his book Crimes 
Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves and the Hidden History of American 
Preservation, Jacoby examined what he calls the “moral ecology” of “ordinary rural 
folk” whose patterns of beliefs, practices and traditions sometimes differed markedly 
from the prescribed behaviors of new conservation laws.
22
  Jacoby’s social-historical 
approach complicated traditional narratives that pit wise conservators and preservers 
against the “backward rural populace.”
23
 
 The present study fits into this milieu of contemporary environmental scholarship.  
By examining the role of space categories and definitions in people’s decisions about 
land designation, I follow Cronon’s intellectual-historical example.  However, by 
determining how these categories relate to the goals of people of different classes and 
                                                                                                                                                 





 Karl Jacoby, Crimes Against Nature: Squatters, Poachers, Thieves and the Hidden History of American 
Conservation, (Los Angelis: University of California Press, 2001), 3.  
23
 Jacoby, 2. For more social environmental history, see Louis Warren, The Hunter’s Game: Poachers and 
Conservationists in 20
th
 Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999). and Richard Judd, Common 
Lands, Common People: the Origins of Conservation in Northern New England, (Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 1997).  
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backgrounds in different ways over time, I apply Jacoby’s social-historical approach to 
environmental history.  By combining intellectual and social approaches to 
environmental history, I suggest new ways of thinking about people’s active/creative and 
passive/experiential relationships with their environments. As we shape the world around 
us, the world shapes us.  
Thesis Structure 
 In Chapter One, I define and analyze the ways in which spaces are categorized as 
public, private and sacred.  I examine how these categories apply specifically to national 
parks.  While parks were created as public spaces, usurping commoditarian private 
property rights, they remain foci for contesting the meaning of sacred space in America.  
The question over whether a protected area must contain “sacred nature” to be deemed 
“sacred space” is central to this debate. 
 Chapter Two is a case study of the creation of Great Smoky Mountains National 
Park.  The Smokies region had reached a crossroads in the 1920s where it had to choose 
what kind of development it wanted for the future.  Advocates for the automobile 
industry and the “good roads” movement called for development of the region for 
tourism while they saw other kinds of development, such as the cutting of timber in the 
mountains and the farming of “sub-marginal” lands, as negative.  Ultimately the 
development of the Great Smoky Mountains National Parks led to the displacement of 
numerous people, mostly poor, Appalachian farmers.    
 Chapter Three is a case study of the creation of the Cuyahoga Valley National 
Recreation Area.  Unlike the creation of the GSMNP, which occurred during the 1920s 
when more roads were desired for newly popularized automobiles, the struggle for the 
 17 
CVNRA in the 1970s occurred in the context of the threat of the wrong kind of 
(sprawling) development and a national oil shortage.  Cars were no longer toys of the rich 
and leisurely; they were essential transportation devices that impacted where people 
could travel in the United States.  With the oil shortage, people could not travel great 
distances, necessitating the creation of parks near population centers.  From the private 
property angle, the Cuyahoga National Recreation Area brought the displacement of 
small property owners, although these people were generally much better off than the 
sub-marginal farmers of the Appalachian mountains.  
 Chapter Four analyzes the ways in which attitudes toward space preservation and 
park creation changed over the course of the 20
th
 century, focusing on the paradigm shift 
from an ethic of pure preservation to one of conscious creation.  This chapter also 
examines the precarious role of private space within national parks and the ultimate 
assimilation of the private elements of park history into the public and sacred concept of 
heritage.  Finally, this chapter conceptualizes the role of the National Park Service (NPS) 
today as a mediator of the nation’s sacred space in the name of a public consciousness 
complicated by the experiences of private individuals. 
 The Conclusion sums up the ways in which reinterpretations of the sacred are 
mediated and contested through the national park system today.  The pluralistic 
reinterpretation of the sacred that gave rise to the Cuyahoga Valley National Park 
continues to clash with the traditional view that the only worthy justification (and 









































Defining Spaces  
I spend my life moving through spaces, conscious of my interactions with people, 
with material objects and with non-human living things.  My understanding is deepened 
and enriched when I consider my interactions with spaces as a whole.  The spaces of my 
life are more than the sum of their constituent parts.  They encompass the natural and 
built structures of my environment and the people, animals, and objects that inhabit it, 
and they transcend these individual objects in their overarching meaning. These spaces 
provide context for my actions and consequently for my memories.  My experience of 
life and my memory and understanding of this experience are shaped by the spaces 
through which I move on a daily basis. 
 Analogously, spaces shared by groups of people shape collective memory.  
Although each person has a unique experience of a place, common experiences 
associated with a particular space come to make up the collective memory preserved and 
perpetuated in that space.  The more people there are who identify with a space, the more 
powerful its role as a shaper of collective memory.  Spaces that are designated, 
“national,” gain a prominent place in the dominant collective consciousness of the nation 
and are consequently important and powerful shapers of collective memory on a national 
scale.  However, these spaces, as a direct result of being in the “national” limelight and 
attempting to speak for the sometimes dubious collective of “the nation” frequently spark 
controversy.  Minorities whose experience and memories differ from those of the 
majority seek to voice their concerns and complicate the collective memory.  In America, 
there are perhaps no greater examples of powerful spaces where these processes of 
memory generation and disputation occur than the national parks.   
 20 
 Throughout my life, I have been drawn to the borders between the “civilized” 
spaces of cities and towns and the “natural spaces” of parks and forests.  How does a 
“cultural” space differ from a “wilderness?”  Roderick Nash asserts in Wilderness and the 
American Mind that in the case of wilderness “the question is one of degree.”
1
  There is a 
continuum from “nature untouched by human hands” to the “concrete jungle” of the city.  
However, national parks don’t easily fall along this continuum.  They are more than just 
“protected nature,” although many encompass, at least in sections, “natural” processes 
associated with the absence of human regulations.  National parks are gathering places 
where values about relationships between people and their environments are formed.  
Even lands designated for wilderness protection with limited accessibility to humans 
exist within the context of our society because of human processes and motivations.  
National parks, with a mandate to “conserve the scenery and the natural and historic 
objects and the wildlife therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such 
manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future 
generations,” are bound by their relationship with human desires and motivations.
2
   
Knowledge of the factors that contributed to the creation of a space leads to a 
better understanding of the space’s purpose for the present and the future.   Because 
people are complex beings with multiple motivations, those factors are inevitably 
multifarious and based upon the categories in which people view the place.  However, in 
the case of national parks, it is possible to broadly define the categories in which people’s 
motivations operate as private, public, and sacred.   
Private Space 
                                                 
1
 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), 4.  
2




-century Americans steeped in the traditions of Western capitalism, 
“private” may be the easiest spatial category to understand.  Marcel Henaff and Tracy 
Strong begin Public Space and Democracy by analyzing the differences between 
common categories of “space.”  They state, “A space is private when a given individual 
or set of individuals are recognized by others as having the right to establish criteria that 
must be met for anyone else to enter it.”
3
  Thus, private space is exclusive and governed 
solely by an individual or a group of individuals.  When this definition is extended to the 
economic realm, private space is defined by ownership.  
 Ownership of property (or property as commodity) implies rights both to the use 
of the property and to the subjectivity of the property itself.
4
  In the case of land, absolute 
ownership implies a right to change the land in any way desired by the owner.  If 
unchecked by laws created to regulate property rights when they might infringe on the 
rights of others, people could as easily treat their land with gasoline and burn it as plant a 
garden on it.  Tension between freedom to exercise the right to utterly possess and dictate 
the use of private property (implied by the term, “ownership”) and attempts by 
government and other “public” bodies to check this freedom has marked the (relatively 
short) history of property ownership in America.  This tension has marked everything 
from the implementation of zoning laws to determine who can own what where to the 
                                                 
3
 Marcel Henaff and Tracy B Strong “Introduction,” in Marcel Henaff and Tracy B. Strong, eds. Public 
Space and Democracy ( Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 2-3.  
4
 Gregory S. Alexander, Commodity and Propriety, (Chicago: the University of Chicago Press, 1997).  
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farmland development policies in the 1920s and 30s that ultimately contributed to the 
phenomenon of the dust bowl.
5
   
 Yet, it is important to note the relative youth of “private property” as a cultural 
construct in America.  When English people first came to North America, numerous 
misunderstandings arose over the buying of land from various native groups.  Native 
groups would often sell land to more than one group of European settlers and still expect 
to retain usufruct rights to the land.  The idea of “selling” the same “property” to more 
than one person was alien to the capitalist English, but was not at all extraordinary to 
Native Americans who defined land use based almost entirely on usufruct rights.  
William Cronon explains in Changes in the Land: 
Although ordinary language seems to suggest that property is generally a simple relationship 
between an individual person and a thing, it is actually a far more complicated social institution 
which varies widely between cultures.  Saying that A owns B is in fact meaningless until the 
society in which A lives agrees to allow A a certain bundle of rights over B and to impose 




Cronon argues that Indian communities did not define land in this way.  Neither a man 
nor a community could “own” land, but he could use and “own” certain goods that were 
on that land. 
What the Indians owned—or, more precisely, what their villages gave them claim to—was not the 
land but the things that were on the land during the various seasons of the year.  It was a 
conception of property shared by many of the hunter-gatherer and agricultural peoples of the 




Thus, “private space” did not exist for Native Americans in the way that it is commonly 
understood today. 
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 Gregory Alexander argues in his book, Commodity and Propriety, that there is 
not, in fact, a unified, monist understanding of property in the history of European-
American law either.   
On the first page of his introduction, Alexander presents the most commonly held 
understanding of property in America, the same understanding with which I began this 
section: 
The economic expression of this preference-satisfying conception of property is market 
commodity.  Property satisfies individual preferences most effectively through the process of 
market exchange, or what lawyers call market alienability.  The exchange function of property is 





However, Alexander argues that this notion of property is only half of a dialectic that 
spans the entirety of American history.  The other fundamental notion of property in 
American legal culture is “property as propriety:” 
According to this view, property is the material foundation for creating and maintaining the proper 




Alexander argues that proprietarian notions of property, notions that justify actions by the 
state to “compel individuals who fail to meet social obligations to act for the good of the 
entire community,” have competed with the growing dominance of the market economy 
associated with modernity.
 10
   Thus people who claim that government actions that deny 
private rights to fulfill individual desires on “private property” go against an unwavering 
American historical tradition are flat-out wrong.
11
   
Alexander asserts that there have been numerous different conceptions of 
property-as-propriety over the course of American history.  Many early proprietarians 
desired to use property to maintain the existing social order, denying property rights to 
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people of particular races or classes.  However, the lack of any single historical meaning 
of private property means that every movement for public control of private property 
must be taken on its own merits.
12
  Nevertheless, with the rise of the market economy in 
the19th century, commoditarian notions of property penetrated deeply into the dominant 
American culture.
13





 The difference between public space and common space is key to understanding 
what is meant by “public space” in this paper.  Henaff and Strong describe common 
space as admitting of no criteria, open to all human beings, and neither owned nor 
controlled.
15
  The Native American conception of land described in the previous section 
is similar to this concept of the common, but even it admitted some control in that it was 
defined territorially and not just anyone could use it.  Common space in its purest sense is 
open to any and all of the public. 
Whereas public space, Henaff and Strong write, 
 
is the space created by and for humans that is always contestable, precisely because whereas there 
are criteria that control admission to its purview, the right to enact and enforce those criteria is 





Henaff and Strong’s definition of public space is complicated and challenged by 
the definition of “public property.”   In America, public property is property owned by 
the government.  The criteria for use of this property in many ways more closely 
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resembles the criteria of use of private property except that the government is the owner 
as opposed to an individual citizen or group of citizens.  Since America is a 
representative republic, the government, at least theoretically, is the “public.”  Thus 
public property becomes, by extrapolation, public space.  As long as public opinion has 
the power to dictate policy by legislation, public property is dynamic, governed by a 
series of laws and norms that determine its use and exclusivity.  Defined this way, public 
space is malleable and necessarily contested.  Since the public never speaks with one 
voice, criteria for use of public lands are never embraced by everyone.  The use of public 
lands becomes even more complicated when the persistent and transcendent third 
category of space comes into play, that of sacred space. 
Sacred Space 
 Sacred space is both frustratingly elusive and profoundly powerful as a 
definitional construct.  Henaff and Strong derive their definition of sacred space from a 
description of sensing the “holiness” of a section of ground in the play Oedipus at 
Colonus: 
The point is not that this is land reserved to the gods: it is, literally, the presence of the god.  
Antigone knows that this is not human space, even though it was open to those who might come to 
it.  Here is not a question of contestable criteria: such a space is neither made by human action nor 




Although it is true that this land was undeniably holy for Antigone and perhaps even for 
her contemporary Greek culture, it is analytically incorrect to assert that sacred space is 
devoid of “contestable criteria.”  For an individual or group, there is a passionate absence 
or disallowance of contestable criteria, but for humanity in its greater context, sacred 
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spaces, especially spaces only considered sacred by certain people, or considered sacred 
in different ways by different people, are some of the most contested spaces imaginable. 
 In the introduction to their collection of essays American Sacred Space, David 
Chidester and Edward T. Linenthal argue that, contrary to traditional substantial or even 
situational definitions of the sacred, sacred space is inherently contested space.  
Critiquing Mircea Eliade’s axiomatic interpretation of sacred space as set apart, Chidester 
and Linenthal argue,  
Sacred space may be set apart, but not in the absolute, heterogeneous sense that Eliade insisted 
upon.  Against all the efforts of religious actors, sacred space is inevitably entangled with the 
entrepreneurial, the social, the political, and the other ‘profane’ forces.  In fact, as the case studies 
in this book demonstrate, a space or place is often experienced as most sacred by those who 
perceive it at risk of being desecrated by the very forces—economic, social, and political—that 




 Chidester and Linenthal describe two different ways of viewing sacredness: the 
substantial and the situational.  The substantial view attempts to describe sacredness from 
an insider’s or emic perspective: 
Familiar substantial definitions—Rudolph Otto’s ‘holy,’ Gerardus van der Leeuw’s ‘power,’ or 
Mircea Eliade’s ‘real’—might be regarded as attempts to replicate an insider’s evocation of certain 
experiential qualities that can be associated with the sacred.  From this perspective, the sacred has 





Situational approaches, on the other hand, take a more etic perspective, recognizing that 
“nothing is inherently sacred:”   
Not full of meaning, the sacred, from this perspective, is an empty signifier… In this respect, the 
term is better regarded as an adjectival or verbal form, a sign of difference that can be assigned to 
virtually anything through the human labor of consecration.  As a situational term, therefore, the 
sacred is nothing more nor less than a notional supplement to the ongoing cultural work of 
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Thus it is possible for “sacredness” to encompass more places or things over time 
although the relative strength of that sacredness varies according to the perspectives of 
different people. 
So what, then, are elements, or potential characteristics, of sacred space and the 
acts of sacralization that bring it about? Chidester and Linenthal specify three basic 
components of sacred space:  “First we can identify sacred space as ritual space, a 
location for formalized, repeatable symbolic performances.  As sacred space, a ritual site 
is set apart from or carved out of an ‘ordinary’ environment to provide an arena for the 
performance of controlled, ‘extraordinary’ patterns.”
21
  Thus sacred space must in some 
way be perceived as “special,” and literally or symbolically “set apart” from the profane 
the way the Sabbath is set apart from the rest of the week.  The symbolic character of 
sacred space is extended in Chidester and Linenthal’s next definition:  “Second, sacred 
space is significant space, a site, orientation, or set of relations subject to interpretation 
because it focuses crucial questions about what it means to be human in a meaningful 
world.”
22
  Finally, because of its symbolic weight, “sacred space is inevitably contested 
space, a site of negotiated contests over the legitimate ownership of sacred symbols.”
23
  
Chidester and Linenthal conclude that: “the analysis of sacred space in America, 
therefore, will require not only attention to how space has been ritualized and interpreted 
but also to how it has been appropriated, contested, and ‘stolen’ back and forth in 
struggles over power in America.”
24
  Sacred space qualitatively overlaps with the more 
economic or quantitative categories of public and private space.  Public and private space 
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can both be viewed as sacred; the contestation comes when questions of ownership arise.   
From this analysis, a working definition of sacred space can be created for the purposes 
of this paper: Sacred space is space that is highly valued by certain groups of people for 
its inspiration, identity-creating qualities—inhabited by something powerful (be it a deity 
or an ideal), contested by groups who value it differently, and protected by those who 
fear for its disappearance.   
Sacred space can be seen as belonging to something divine and often, by 
extension, utterly non-human as in Oedipus at Colonus.  In such a situation, any human 
act to alter this space is culturally taboo and potentially blasphemous.  This kind of sacred 
space exists beyond the normal dialectics of public democratic opinion.  Paradoxically, it 
becomes an important shaper of group identity and memory through its perceived 
permanence.  However, in a seemingly opposite turn, space can be viewed as all the more 
sacred when it is threatened.  A threat to sacred space triggers a strong and often violent 
preservation response.  This desire to preserve and protect, often through public 
ownership, is one of the main desires which fueled the struggle over establishing national 
parks in America.  
Sacred Nature 
 Although specific environmental locales were held sacred by certain indigenous 
groups, the “natural environment,” was not initially venerated by Europeans who came to 
North America.  Roderick Nash’s etymological analysis of the term “wilderness” 
illuminates its original connotations as a hostile place, chaotic and frightening.
25
  In this 
sense, wilderness was something to be avoided or, if at all possible, tamed.  However, by 
the end of the 18
th
 century, the notion of wilderness as a purely hostile and dangerous 
                                                 
25
 Nash, 2-4.  
 29 
space was giving way to wilderness as a space of heightened reality and closeness to 
things beyond the world of mundane humanity.  As William Cronon explains in “The 
Trouble with Wilderness,” “One might meet devils and run the risk of losing one’s soul 
in such a place, but one might also meet God.”
26
  For early Romantics, this conception of 
wild nature as a place where the boundary between the human and the divine had been 
reduced to gossamer thinness, manifested itself in the doctrine of the sublime:  “In the 
theories of Edmund Burke, Immanuel Kant, William Gilpin and others, sublime 
landscapes were those rare places on earth where one had more chance than elsewhere to 
glimpse the face of God… God was on the mountaintop, in the chasm, in the waterfall, in 
the thundercloud, in the rainbow, in the sunset.”
27
  
Robert Royal expands upon the notion of the sublime as it relates to traditional 
Judeo-Christian spirituality in his book The Virgin and the Dynamo: Use and Abuse of 
Religion in Environmental Debates.  Opposing biocentric theorists who don’t 
acknowledge a special quality in human awareness, Royal claims that human extreme 
reverence for nature has its roots in enlightenment science and the acceptance of nature as 
the ultimate arbiter of the “real.” 
In classical philosophy and traditional religious understanding, this human difference was thought 
of as something almost godlike.  Both of those universes of thought found matter and mind 
inextricably connected, though never merely reducible, to each other.  It was only when the overall 
culture began to regard matter alone as real and mind as a kind of inexplicable left-over that the 
whole problematic of human against nature, of the pristine opposed to the incessantly active and 




Although it seems paradoxical that a loss of belief in the special purpose of the human 
mind would lead to the birth of a dichotomy between man and nature, it makes sense 
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when viewed in light of a growing spiritual understanding of human artifice as a 
corrupting force.   
 Royal attributes the first understanding of a disconnect between the virgin and the 
dynamo to the American historian of Mont Saint-Michel and Chartres, Henry Adams.  In 
his study of European culture, Adams lamented the way in which modern science and 
technology, represented by the Dynamo, drove out the truths of the old world of the 
Virgin.
29
  Adams was impressed by the degree to which the energy of Old Europe was 
poured into veneration of the Virgin and saw the world of the Dynamo as cold in 
comparison.  Adams feared that the Virgin was gone forever. 
 Royal points out that American philosophers and spiritualists of the early modern 
era were quick to caste the American Wilderness as a substitute Virgin.  Among these 
were Emerson, Thoreau and John Muir. Muir’s Calvinist upbringing, Royal claims, 
contributed to his “veneration of untouched nature” which “cast all things human, 
particularly civilization, into the role of sheer error and even sinfulness.”
30
  Royal, as a 
humanist Catholic, does not approve of this rejection of human creativity and uniqueness 
within creation espoused by many who hold nature as “the new virgin,”
31
 but to these 
early American spiritualists, the “American wilderness was sublime, a pure order that 
rebuked the human order.”
32
 
    It was this notion of the sublime that influenced the designation of America’s 
first national parks, sacred spaces composed of sacred nature.  Yellowstone, Yosemite, 
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and Glacier were places of awesome beauty.  The particularity and super-scenery of their 
landscapes would influence the development of the national park movement and spark 
debate over whether less striking landscapes deserved preservation.  However, as the 19
th
 
century era of industrialization and urbanization progressed, city dwellers began to fear 
for the disappearance of all remaining “nature,” as yet “untouched” by the forces of 
civilization.  With scarcity, non-human nature itself, not just sublime landscapes began to 
take on elements of the sacred.  A rising desire to preserve this land from desecration and 
destruction became an important factor in the evolving movement to create national 
parks. 
 Once created, national parks came to take on their own peculiar, extended sacred 
characteristics.  Today, they are places of ritual activity; people come to travel through 
and to touch the landscape and view its features in wonderment, seeking a more authentic 
experience than can be had from images of nature alone.  They are the nation’s 
“treasures,” with the original western parks the “crown jewels of the West.”
33
   
Public Policy 
 Although national parks consist of sacred “natural” landscapes, they must be 
viewed in their public context.  The Organic Act of 1916 established a difficult mission 
often called “the dual mandate” to “conserve the scenery and the natural and historic 
objects” and to “provide for the enjoyment of the same.”
 34
  By providing for the 
enjoyment of future generations, parks inevitably become public places.  To provide for 
the public’s enjoyment, parks must be open to the public and accessible on a large 
enough scale that the park itself provides for the enjoyment, not just tiny segments of the 
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park to keep the remainder “pristine and untouched.”  Yes, human actions within a park 
setting can and must be regulated, but the park must be, in a significant sense, a human 
place.  This paradoxical requirement of a park to be simultaneously a resource for human 
beings and a sacred place, sublime and without evidence of human habitation, has led to 
complex debate over management, handled, necessarily, in the public sphere.  As 
government-owned property, parks are responsible to the government and consequently 
to the constituency the government represents.  Thus debate about the fate of a park is a 
very public affair. 
 Yet, public connotes more than just government-owned and frequented by any 
who follow the rules of operation.  Public also connotes economic.  Parks have often 
been supported because they bring (or are at least hoped to bring) tangible economic 
benefit to a region, a community of individuals.  The economic public, like the political 
public, is truly a collection of individuals.  However, the economic benefit brought to a 
“public” varies more greatly across individuals than does the social or intangible benefit 
brought to the public (or publics). 
 In their book The Full Value of Parks: From Economics to the Intangible, David 
Harmon and Allen D. Putney examine the non-monetary ways in which parks benefit 
people.  Their focus is on the human constituents of parks, not on the “protection of 
biodiversity,” the main reason why many biologists and ecologists advocate for parks. 
Some intangible values of parks include recreational values, spiritual values, cultural 
values, identity values, existence values, artistic values, educational values, and 
therapeutic values.
35
  Although these intangible values necessarily relate to human 
experience of the park and are thus “instrumental,” Harmon argues that there are intrinsic 
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values in parks, unrelated to their “park-ness.” “Park-ness” is a human designation and 
thus not intrinsic to a space.
36
  The intrinsic value of the park arises from its physical 
features—its inorganic matter, flora and fauna.   The intrinsic values contribute to the 
instrumental values experienced and enacted by people, but they exist in and of 
themselves; they are not created by people.
37
 
 In attempting to balance these intrinsic “natural” values and these instrumental 
and often intangible values, the park manager must tread a careful path, similar to that 
tread by governments balancing expert and democratic authority.  
If values are exclusively objective, then the biophysical features within a park all have some kind 
of unarguable, ‘true,’ value.  In that case running a park should simply be a matter of discerning 
those values and protecting them, regardless of the divergent desires of park users or the general 
public.  Here, park management has the potential to become a technocratic exercise of power, a 
tyranny of experts.  On the other hand, if values are exclusively subjective, coming from people 
alone, if there is nothing enduring embedded in parks, then one can argue that there is no reason 




In essence, park managers must balance the elements of the landscape that lead many 
people to hold it as sacred with the particular public preferences at any given time.   
Private Objections 
 Both the sacred and public identities of parks are complicated when private 
experience is taken into consideration.  This experience is divisible into sub-categories: 
private property within parks and potential parks, and private experience within a park 
setting. 
 The paramount legacy of (commoditarian) private property in America makes it 
difficult for most Americans to accept the confiscation of private property for public use, 
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or the exercise of eminent domain.  However, a baseline objection to transferring private 
property to the public is surmountable when that private property is classified as 
“submarginal” or “wasteful,”
39
 or when the public is elevated for sufficiently strong 
utilitarian (or proprietarian) reasons.  This complicates the debate with issues of class.  
 The private property versus public property debate is also clouded when the 
private property is held by a business that manufactures products potentially benefiting 
the public of a particular region.  Here differences in degree, kind and longevity of these 
benefits must be debated.  In some cases this private enterprise for public good may 
benefit different individuals than does the public property for collective individual good.  
Questions of class, region and power come into play here.   
 Once a park has been created either from public or formerly private land, 
individual experiences within that park setting are remarkably variable.  One of the most 
important characteristics of the Romantic experience of sacred nature was the condition 
of solitude.  Alone in nature, away from the glaring realities of civilization, a person 
could think deep thoughts and grow closer to God.  Allen D. Putney describes this 
experience as the “knowing of oneness.” 
The interrelatedness of all things is a basic concept that is central to many fields of study, such as 
economics, ecology, physics, and spirituality.  Yet, it is the profound, personal, gut-level knowing 
of oneness that causes individuals and communities to act to seek harmony with the environment 
and with the rest of humanity (World Commission on Protected Areas 2001).  As a consequence, 
perhaps one of the most important values of protected areas in the long run will be their potential 
to reconnect increasingly urbanized societies to nature and to encourage a reencounter with the 
knowing of oneness.
40
   
 
Although this feeling of oneness can be achieved in the presence of others, it 
often calls for a certain level of exclusivity from strangers and human distractions.  
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Ironically, as parks become more and more popular, this solitary condition becomes 
harder and harder to find.  As Roderick Nash states in the conclusion of Wilderness and 
the American Mind, “natural areas are being loved to death.”
41
  The public experience is 
increasingly coming to vie with the private experience of national parks.   
In the chapters that follow, I will examine the interplay and controversy of these 
categories as they apply to the Great Smoky Mountains National Park and the Cuyahoga 
Valley National Recreation Area/Park specifically.  The stories of these two parks show 
how these different categorizations of the same spaces are often mutually incompatible.  
The same protected area cannot simultaneously leave both nature and human access fully 
“unimpaired.”  Neither can a park be entirely public and still contain private property.  
These incompatibilities necessitated negotiations of these categories of space in the 
designation of these parks that could not possibly leave all concerned parties satisfied.  
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(Thunderhead Mountain, GSMNP, photograph by the author) 
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Park as Palimpsest  
 
 Two years ago, on a crisp spring day, I left Big Creek Campground with two 
friends in search of the small town of Cataloochee, North Carolina.  The day before, we 
had taken the sinuous route 32 along the ridge that forms the Great Smoky Mountains 
National Park (GSMNP)’s northern border to Cosby where we rested in an Appalachian 
music store and bought ice cream at the local food mart.  This day, we were going to take 
the road to its other endpoint and see what Cataloochee had to offer.  It was a quiet day; 
no cars passed us on the narrow road and the park was blanketed in a timeless semi-
silence of bird song.  Our first surprise upon reaching Cataloochee was the continuity of 
the quiet.  No human noises greeted us except the ones we made ourselves.  The small 
collection of buildings along the road stood empty and quiet.  No signs tried to divert us 
toward food or souvenirs.  In fact the only signs we saw directed us to another 
campground.  We realized then that we had never left the park.   
 Most of the buildings were unlocked and quietly open to the public.  One that had 
been a post office contained a small exhibit celebrating the pioneer heritage of 
Cataloochee.  Iron farm implements were on display.  Another room contained 
photographs from a time when the population of the town had peaked at 1000 people, 
before the park “came” in 1934.  On such a quiet day, it was possible to imagine that the 
park had always existed, but here was evidence, barely beneath the surface, of a dynamic 
past.    
 In his book Present Pasts, Andreas Huyssen describes urban spaces as 
“palimpsests,” metaphorically like “a parchment or other writing surface on which the 
original text has been effaced or partially erased, and then overwritten by another; a 
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manuscript in which later writing has been superimposed on earlier (effaced) writing.”
1
  
Huyssen explains the relevance of the literary concept of the palimpsest to history by 
stating that it promotes an understanding of “the fundamental temporality of even those 
human endeavors that pretend to transcend time through their material reality and relative 
durability.”
2
  Despite the timeless appearance of the Smokies worked upon by geological 
processes, fragmentary evidence of thousands of years of human use marks the park as a 
dynamic palimpsest.  Arrow heads and other artifacts of Cherokee material culture can 
still be found along the park’s stream beds.  Despite its large tracts of “wilderness” as 
defined in the 1964 Wilderness act, the majority of the park’s relatively new-growth trees 
attest to the history of lumber interests in the area.  At the same time, hikers and park 
traditionalists resist the reforestation of “grassy balds,” threatening to return to an 
unregulated tree-covered state after 5000 years of human use for animal grazing. Some of 
these balds recently designated “historic” are now treated with herbicide and planted with 
native grasses by park officials.
3
   A fight pitting “good roads advocates” allied with 
former park inhabitants seeking access to the graves of their ancestors against wilderness 
advocates  resulted in a “road to nowhere,” still unfinished today.
4
   
 All of these incongruities within the “natural” landscape and controversies 
enacted in the public space of discourse and law show how the space of the Smokies is 
still actively being defined even after 70 years of being a National Park.  Since its 
inception in the 1920s, official designation in 1934 and dedication/opening in 1940, the 
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GSMNP has grown to be the most popular park in America, attracting over 9 million 
people per year.
5
  The visitors who frequent the park view it in light of their expectations 
for national parks in general, their memories of past personal experience and the specific 
messages conveyed in travel literature and the park’s official publications.  However, as 
much as the leaders of the park attempt to construct a unified, future-oriented message 
and mission for the GSMNP, they cannot divorce themselves from the history and 
memory of the park’s founders and formers still written into the landscape. 
 The GSMNP was created by people whose objectives blurred the lines between 
public and private goals.  They believed the park would attract tourists to the region and 
become a vital locus of economic growth.  However, they simultaneously justified the 
park’s existence, especially to people outside of the region, through invocations of the 
sacred and healing nature of the scenery coupled with the urgency of saving this “virgin” 
landscape from the polluting and destructive force of lumber companies.  This is a prime 
example of the emergence of a compulsion to preservation in the face of a loss of 
something sacred.  The creation of the park was opposed by a coalition of lumber 
interests and homeowners (both rich and poor) faced with losing their private property 
within the park.  Once the park was created, a battle over development ensued between 
those who espoused a philosophy of wilderness preservation and those who wanted to 
develop the park for recreational purposes. 
 In all their attempts to define the land, upper-class boosters and park 
oppositionists as well as emerging wilderness advocates evinced a mixture of blindness 
and condescension in their attitudes toward the “mountain people” of the area.
6
  The 
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mandatory and occasionally forced (through eminent domain) removal of almost all of 
these people from within the park area produced a blot on the park’s history that could 
not easily be healed by the symbolic power of the National Park ideal.  In the creation of 
the park, one “public” (the urban tourist) was held up as desirable by boosters while 
another (the mountain farmer) was ignored or brushed aside.  Wilderness advocates 
initially turned a blind eye to the effects of pure wilderness preservation on all people, 
both rich and poor, unconscious of the urban conditioning of their wilderness ideal.  The 
human history of the park was not considered until park management policy shifted 
toward a “sacred” designation for “heritage” as well as “wilderness.”  The creation of the 
GSMNP opened a new chapter in national parks history as the first park created in a 
“populated area,” and the story of the shifting attitudes towards the management of this 
space over the first decades of the park’s existence provided valuable lessons for park 
creation in the future.   
Regional History 
 The Great Smoky Mountains comprises a portion of the Appalachian Mountains 
shared between Tennessee and North Carolina.  The Appalachian mountains were formed 
about 400 million years ago when the North American land mass collided with what is 
now Africa, folding and thrusting up the land, creating a range as tall or taller than the 
modern Himalayas.
7
  Processes of erosion and uplift have shaped the topography that is 
visible today. 
 The first “documented” human inhabitants of the region were Cherokees.  From 
the 16
th
 through the 19
th
 century, the region of the Great Smoky Mountains was a center 
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  Cherokees hunted in the forests and farmed the valley lands.  In the 
Revolutionary war, the Cherokees sided with the British, facing severe retribution from 
American troops.  After the war, Cherokee land was given to veterans in the form of large 
land grants without officially transferring land rights via treaty.  The veterans then sold or 
rented to settlers.
9
  The first white settlers of many communities within the Smokies, 
including Cades Cove, squatted on Cherokee land before it was ceded in treaties.
10
  In 
1828, Andrew Jackson was elected president after advocating the removal of Native 
Americans to the West.  The majority of Cherokees were rounded up in the 1830s and 
forced along the Trail of Tears to Indian Territory in Oklahoma
11
  A relatively small 
group, the Eastern Band centered in the Oconaluftee region of North Carolina managed to 
avoid Indian Removal and remained in the Smokies, concentrating in what is now 
Cherokee, North Carolina, an area not included in the park.   
 As mentioned above, white “settlers” began to arrive in the region in the early 19
th
 
century after the Revolutionary War.  They settled in the valleys and coves, where they 
farmed the land and gathered chestnuts, berries and trade commodities such as ginseng 
from the woods.
12
  They pastured their animals on the “grassy balds” up in the hills, 
following a tradition most likely begun even before the Cherokees.
13
  Small cities such as 
Knoxville and Asheville grew up along waterways in the larger valleys near the Smokies.  
Knoxville, first settled in 1786, prospered through commerce and distribution of 
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resources (including lumber, coal and marble) via the Tennessee River and railway 





 The Civil War divided the region, with some communities firmly in the Union 
camp and some fighting for the Confederacy.  The communities within the mountains 
were subject both to deserters looking for shelter and raids by soldiers of one persuasion 
or the other.  In his ethnography of Cades Cove, a mountain farming community 
ultimately incorporated into the park, Durwood Dunn argued that the Civil War served to 
reduce population of mountain communities and solidify local culture resulting in the 
isolationist tendencies that would later be exaggerated by “local color” writers leading to 
the “mountain people” stereotypes still held by many people across the country.
15
  For the 
region as a whole, the Civil War brought a period of economic downturn and a lasting 
imperative to raise the status of the area both in the eyes of the nation and in the hearts of 
its inhabitants.
16
   
 In the first decade of the 20
th
 century, lumber companies began to arrive in the 
region.  Brown quoted Thomas Edward Maxey, an engineer for the Montvale Lumber 
Company: “The Smokies were a lumberman’s dream… They were a wilderness of virgin 
timber, the finest stands of hardwood in the country.”
17
 By 1911, eight major lumber 
corporations had moved into the region, and by the mid 1920s, only about a third of the 
old growth forest remained.
18
  The lumber companies brought jobs along with 
destruction.  They built company towns and extended railroads into the mountains.  They 
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provided alternative work for farmers whose land did not produce enough to support their 
families and provided a new market to more prosperous farmers.  However, the apparent 
physical changes brought to the region by lumber companies awakened many people 
from Knoxville and Asheville who had lived their lives in the shadow of the mountains to 
the possibility that the region would be irrevocably changed.  Still recovering from the 
Civil War, the Smokies region was at an economic crossroads, and it was the potential for 
an alternative to logging, a more long-term source of economic power, that drove the first 
proponents of a national park in the Smokies.   
For the Public Good 
 The traditional narrative presented in Carlos Campbell’s Birth of a National Park 
in the Great Smoky Mountains credits the initial idea for a national park in the Smokies to 
Mrs. Willis P. Davis of Knoxville.  Campbell described the Knoxville attitude of the 
1920s as, at best, indifferent to the mountains that separated the city from western North 
Carolina.  “Since Knoxville was an active wholesale and manufacturing center, 
businessmen longed for the day when they could have easier access to the trade territory 
just across the mountains.  If they had possessed the power to do so, they would have 
wished these rugged mountains out of existence.”
19
  Campbell went on to describe the 
fateful “Western” trip in which the first seed of Mrs. Davis’s national park scheme was 
planted. 
In the summer of [1923] Mr. and Mrs. Willis P. Davis of Knoxville had made a Western trip, 
during which they visited some of the national parks.  As they feasted their eyes on the dramatic, 
towering, snow-capped peaks, Mrs. Davis, although admitting that what they were seeing was 
truly wonderful, insisted that those mountains were not a bit more beautiful than were the green-
clad peaks and ridges of the Great Smoky Mountains—only a tiny bit of which they had seen as 
they rode the logging train to Elkmont.  “Why can’t we have a national park in the Great 
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 The key to gaining favor for a Smokies national park with local elites was to 
couch the park in terms of economic growth and public recognition for the region.  A key 
step in the process was to ally the growing park movement, headed by Willis P. Davis 
and David C. Chapman, through the organization they established, the Smoky Mountain 
Conservation Association (SMCA), with the “Good Roads Movement” spreading across 
the middle south and supported by growing local chapters of the American Automobile 
Assocation (AAA).  Colonel David C Chapman was a veteran of both the Spanish-
American war and World War I, and as president of the Chapman Drug Company, a 
wholesale drug distributor, he was a prominent local businessman.  Chapman’s 
connections to the Knoxville Automobile Club and the Knoxville Chamber of Commerce 
made him a particularly useful ally to Davis in the park cause.
21
  The goals of the 
Knoxville boosters were clear.  They wanted to “bring millions of extra dollars into the 
southland.”
22
  A park, combined with good roads, would attract tourists to the region who 
might ultimately choose to stay, further bolstering the local economy. 
 The Knoxville Automobile Club, of which D.C. Chapman was a member, latched 
onto the idea of a park in the area as an impetus for bringing roads to the region.  Saved 
in the scrapbook of the Tennessee AAA are proposals for new connective roads into the 
proposed park area and a “Great Southern Scenic Loop” that would encompass the 
northern and eastern parts of the park area between Knoxville, Tennessee and Asheville, 
North Carolina as well as other parts of the South.  Photographs A and B in the appendix 
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show these proposals as they appeared in the Knoxville Sentinel and the Chatanooga 
News in 1925. Once it had successfully allied itself with the automobile lobby, the park 
movement had to unify itself (joining forces between Knoxville’s boosters and 
Asheville’s boosters, including the famous “local color” writer Horace Kephart) and gain 
popular support against the lumber interests.  
 The park commissions launched a campaign that emphasized the long-term public 
benefit the park would bring to the region.  The Knoxville and Asheville newspapers, 
both firmly in support of the park, played an important role in the dissemination of pro-
park publicity.  The front page of the Asheville Citizen featured a cartoon depicting a tree 
with a wide trunk (labeled “proposed smoky mountains national park) being threatened 
by a “lumberman” with a massive axe.  The tree’s fruits, hanging like juicy apples and 
labeled “tourists,” “progress,” “millions of dollars,” “unexcelled scenery,” and 
“motorists,” were also clearly endangered by the lumberman’s axe.
23
  Knoxville and 
Asheville businesses also placed ads in the local newspapers explaining why they 
supported the park proposal.  Almost uniformly, the businesses’ primary reasons had to 
do with the growth of the local economy, benefiting private citizens of the town but also 
the entire public of the region.  This ad, (Photograph C in the Appendix), placed in the 
Knoxville Sentinel in 1925, provides a perfect example.    
Editorials in the regional papers also demonstrated a consciousness of the 
significance of a “park in the east” to the large numbers of people who lived east of the 
Mississippi.  In an editorial entitled “Opportunity Knocking,” published on 8 October, 
1925, the author wrote, “A national park in the Great Smoky Mountains would bring 
                                                 
23
 Billy Borne, “Proposed Smoky Mountain National Park,” Asheville Citizen-Times, December 9
th
, 1925.  
Reprinted in Pierce, 100.  
 46 
people to this section from all over the U.S.  It would especially be a recreation area for 
the entire eastern half of the United States… where more than 82% of the population of 
this country lives.”  However, the same article demonstrated consciousness of the benefit 
these tourists would bring to the individuals of eastern Tennessee: “A steady stream of 




None of the literature from this initial publicity campaign made any substantial 
reference to the effects the park would have on the people who live within the mountains.  
Some articles described the mountains as “sparsely populated,” while others wrote about 
the charm that local color could lend to this tourist paradise and the “new dignity” 
denizens of the park would gain from entertaining tourists.
25
 No accounts talked about the 
people of the mountains as a distinctive “public” with its own set of community goals.  In 
his book Cades Cove, a Southern Appalachian Community, Durwood Dunn attempted to 
correct (sometimes in an overtly biased and defensive manner) the myths about mountain 
life perpetuated by “local color” writers such as Horace Kephart and Mary Noalles 
Murfree.  Kephart’s Our Southern Highlanders perpetuated an image of Appalachian 
people as wild and lawless: 
The mountaineers are non-social.  As they stand to-day, each man ‘fighting for his own hand, with 
his back against the wall,’ they recognize no social compact... they will not work together 
zealously even to improve their neighborhood roads, each mistrusting that the other may gain 
some trifling advantage over himself…
26  
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Dunn, on the other hand, drawing from oral histories, genealogies and local newspaper 
articles, characterized the community of Cades Cove as peaceful, innovative and 
progressive, not isolated from the public concerns of the entire region.  While civic 
leaders improved education and introduced scientific agriculture into the community (see 
Dunn’s description of John Oliver’s achievements in Cades Cove) residents lamented the 
inaccessibility of regional markets due to bad roads.
 27
  A 1904 article in the Maryville 
Record described how Cove residents were hopeful that a lumber company would put a 
road through to the Cove so that residents could expand their markets for farm produce.
28
  
Once plans were afoot for a park in the Smokies, many Cove residents hoped to cash in 
on the tourism similarly to the neighboring cities of Knoxville and Asheville.  However, 
it became clear that people of mountain communities, including Cades Cove and 
Cataloochee, were not equated with the “public” of the entire region when park creators 
insisted on the inclusion of these two communities in the park.  While outside 
communities could benefit from tourist revenues, Cades Cove and Cataloochee were to 
be subsumed within the park specifically to provide space for the development of 
facilities for tourists.
29
   
Sacred Persuasion 
 In order to attain a national park in the region, the park boosters had to convince 
people outside of the region of the significance of the Great Smoky Mountains.  Although 
eastern parks were unprecedented in 1923, the National Park Service, created in 1916, 
embraced an expansionary program under its first director, Stephen Mather.  Mather’s 
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baseline philosophy as director was to “develop to the highest possible degree of 
efficiency the resources of the national parks both for the pleasure and the profit of their 
owners, the people.”
30
  To gain support for expanding the park service, Mather first had 
to gain widespread public support for parks as special kinds of national places.  Mather 
teamed up with Robert Sterling Yard of the New York Sun and an alliance of railroad 
companies to promote and romanticize the parks.  Mather knew that the best way to plant 
parks into the hearts and minds of the people was to place them in their backyards.  
Desiring to gain the support of southern legislators, Mather turned his attention to the 
possibility of a park in the Southern Appalachian Mountains.
31
  However, despite 
Mather’s focus on the economic benefit of parks, many members of the Department of 
the Interior, including Yard himself, insisted that there ought to be standards of 
uniqueness, and “sublimity,” the special sacred quality reserved for wilderness, for areas 
to be worthy of being declared national parks.
32
   Proponents of a park in the Smokies 
were convinced that the Smokies were indeed sublime; they set about convincing others 
of this fact.  Simultaneously, they focused on the threatened status of the Smokies, 
summoning the preservation response of people across the nation as they called on them 
to help protect the “virgin” area from the devastation of rapid logging.  Editorials 
describing the sacred nature of the mountains first appeared in regional newspapers and 
then spread to national papers as the park campaign gained momentum.   
 In July 1925, the Dixie Highway printed an article in which Attorney Clarence 
Darrow visited the region and exclaimed upon seeing the Smokies that “There must have 
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  On January 25, 1926, a letter to the editor by Frank Bohn, noted 
illustrator for the Asheville Citizen, was published in the New York Times. In the letter, 
Bohn painted an eloquent picture of a region of tall peaks and diverse plant and animal 
life.  Bohn conveyed the inspirational quality of this place by telling the romantic and 
likely apocryphal story of a boy living alone at the top of Mount LeConte:  “At the very 
top of Le Conte there is a boy living alone in a cabin made of slabs.  The writer saw in 
that cabin a single volume, namely Thoreau’s ‘Walden.’”  Bohn later placed the potential 
park in the context of the threat from pulpwood companies:   
Yet climbing amid these scenes at present is a most painful experience.  Public signs of warning 
nailed to the most venerable trees inform the invader he is upon the private property of a 
pulpwood company.  In these towering heights the yesterdays for several times ten thousand years 
have always been the same. But tomorrow promises to be vastly different.  Half a millennium of 
nature’s patient toil is presently to be cut down and thrown into the hungry mouths of the pulp 
mills.
34   
 
Bohn emphasized the prime location of the potential park in “the heart of our eastern 
states,” easily accessible to urban dwellers who would be able to climb to the top of the 
Smokies’ inspirational peaks.  
 Once the campaign to promote the park nationally gained momentum, more 
debate arose over how the park should be conceived and managed.  Although many 
opinions combined emphasis on the Smokies’ sacred qualities with their potential as an 
economic boon for the region, some opinions were cautionary, focusing on the potential 
park’s sacred status and warning against commercialization of the space within the park.  
The article that best epitomizes this view appeared in the Knoxville News Sentinel in 1926 
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and is titled “The Great Smokies are Sacred Ground—Let us Seek No Profit There.”  The 
article began with a call to consider the Smoky Mountains  “sacred ground:” 
It is the responsibility of Knoxville and East Tennessee to see that the Great Smoky Mountains are 
made into a National Park.  But it is our equal responsibility to create a tradition that the Great 
Smoky Mountains are sacred ground, never to be despoiled through commercialism, 
thoughtlessness or any other forms of selfishness…  Autos, radios and the like are very fine things 
but they will not satisfy people for long… The soul of man, when fully developed, needs beauty as 
surely as his body needs food.  And the chief beauty the indispensable beauty, is the beauty of 
nature… East Tennessee has a unique heritage—the finest and only remaining great unspoiled 
wilderness in Eastern America.  That heritage is a sacred trust.  It is ours to use rightly, but it is 
our duty to pass it on to future generations in as good a condition as we found it.  To do this is 
peacetime patriotism; to fail to do this is peacetime treason!  
 
The article went on to consider the role of profit within the park: 
 
We shall not do our duty if we look upon the Smokies as something to exploit and profit on.  We 
must not look upon them as something to ‘develop.’ We want to make the Smokies accessible, but 
we do not want so many roads there that the mountains will look like a city park.  We should 
always leave some parts of the Smokies so remote that they will tempt the hiker and the climber.  
We want hotels in the Smokies, but we do not want too many hotels, nor of such a kind that the 
Smokeis will drop to the level of an ordinary resort.  We hope a hot dog stand never appears out 
there.  This does not mean that we should give up hope of profit out of this asset.  We should give 
up the idea of seeking profit by exploiting the Smokies.  The wealthiest men will tell you that they 
never try to make money.  Said a millionaire the other day, ‘I did things that I thought ought to be 
done, and that interested me, and it seemed I just couldn’t help making money.” Let it be our sole 
aim to do our duty by the Smokies and let profits be the by-product. The Great Smokies are 
Nature’s Shrine.  That shrine must not be desecrated.  The money-changers must be kept out of the 




 For those who lived in communities within the mountains, the “mountains” were 
no more or less “sacred” than one’s home place ever is.  In his ethnography of Cades 
Cove, Durwood Dunn analyzed the impact of the surrounding wilderness on the lives of 
the people of the Cove.  He concluded that, although people’s attachment to the 
community occasionally prompted them to stay even when there were greater economic 
opportunities elsewhere, it wasn’t because they venerated or worshipped the mountains 
that they remained.  They were more attached to the community as a whole.   
The wilderness was important to the cove people primarily for economic reasons.  The 
surrounding mountains provided them with both food and shelter, with marketable products, and 
with a safe retreat during the Civil War.  Although some individuals preferred living alone there, 
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the wilderness did not determine the pattern of their development or shape the life style of the 




Unlike the urban dwellers who celebrated the coming of the national park as a 
means to preserve a sacred space all the more venerable because it was separate from 
their daily lives, the people who lived within the mountains appreciated the wilderness 
primarily as a source of marketable goods and as the outside setting of their communities.  
However, sacred sites within their communities, including churches and cemeteries 
would prove characteristically contentious once communities were dissolved to make 
way for the park.   
Private Support 
 Even after Secretary of the Interior Hubert Work recommended, in 1924, the 
creation of two parks in the Southern Appalachian Mountains (one in the Smokies and 
one in Virginia’s Blue Ridge Mountains), the prerogative for raising funds to purchase 
lands in the proposed park areas was still entirely on the states.
37
  There was no precedent 
for the federal government to purchase lands to create national parks.  In 1926, when the 
federal bill to establish the Shenandoah National Park in Virginia and the Great Smoky 
Mountains National Park in Tennessee and North Carolina was signed into law by Calvin 
Coolidge on May 22 (69
th
 Congress, Stat, 616), the bill expressly stated that the Federal 
government could purchase no land for the park. 
When title to lands within the areas hereinafter referred to shall have been vested in the United 
States in fee simple there are established, dedicated, and set apart as public parks for the benefit 
and enjoyment of the people, the tract of land in the Blue Ridge, in the State of Virginia, being 
approximately five hundred and twenty-one thousand acres recommended by the Secretary of the 
Interior in his report of April 14, 1926, which area, or any part or parts thereof as may be accepted 
on behalf of the United States in accordance with the provisions hereof, shall be known as the 
Shenandoah National Park; and the tract of land in the Great Smoky Mountains in the States of 
North Carolina and Tennessee being approximately seven hundred and four thousand acres, 
recommended by the Secretary of the Interior in his report of April 14, 1926, which area, or any 
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part or parts thereof as may be accepted on behalf of the United States in accordance with the 
provisions hereof, shall be known as the Great Smoky Mountains National Park: Provided, That 
the United States shall not purchase by appropriation of public moneys any land within the 





Park boosters were left with the task of raising the money (over $5 million) to purchase 
land, first from the lumber companies that owned most of the largest tracts and then from 
the farmers who owned numerous small tracts of land.  Faced with this onerous task, 
boosters began to despair of raising the funds in time to prevent the lumber companies 
from completely removing the “virgin timber” from the forests of the Smokies.  
 In his chapter titled “Search for Santa Claus,” Campbell heralded the arrival of a 
savior in the person of John D. Rockefeller Junior.
39
  In March of 1928, J.D. Rockefeller 
Junior donated the needed $5,000,000 from the Laura Spelman Rockefeller memorial 
fund with the only stipulation being that a plaque must be placed in the park stating: 
“This Park is given, one-half by the people and commonwealths of the States of North 
Carolina and Tennessee, one-half in memory of Laura Spelman Rockefeller.”
40
 
 Rockefeller’s family was of the elite class lauded by the author of the 
aforementioned editorial as the “wealthiest of men” who make their money as a 
byproduct of “doing what needs to be done.”  In the case of the Rockefellers, “what 
needed to be done,” seemed to be to create a petroleum empire based around the 
company, Standard Oil.  Petroleum is not unlike lumber in the effect of its removal and 
consumption on the natural environment.  However, the rapid accumulation of wealth in 
the Rockefeller family from the exploitation of this particular natural resource could be 
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distributed at their discretion.  In the case of J.D. Rockefeller Junior, the cause of choice 
was the preservation of the natural environment in the form of national parks.  As a 
private benefactor, J.D. Rockefeller Junior contributed more to national parks and other 
conservation and preservation programs than just about any other American 




  In this manner, a public campaign in the name of 
sacred scenery relied to a very large degree on the generosity of a private individual, 
representative of the national elite.   
Private Opposition 
 While the park enjoyed the benefit of the kindness of one particular individual, it 
experienced the antagonism of a large number of other individuals, often allied with 
private companies.  The self-appointed leader of the park opposition was Jim Wright, an 
attorney for the Little River Lumber Company and a landowner within the Elkmont 
section of the proposed park area.  Back in 1923, when the idea of a national park in the 
Smokies had not yet fully crystallized, Wright had been a strong supporter of making the 
Smokies into a national forest instead of a national park.  Wright, in the conservationist 
tradition of Gifford Pinchot, had argued that a national forest would fulfill the goal of 
conserving the region’s resources for the future while continuing to allow for the 
development of the lumber industry in the region.  Wright saw the lumber industry as a 
positive presence in the Smokies because it provided jobs for local people (a public 
good), but he also firmly believed that individuals had a right to seek the most lucrative 
profit they could.  Once it became clear that the Knoxville and Asheville boosters’ 
campaign was for a national park and not a national forest, Wright became a staunch 
defender of the rights of all private landholders in the proposed park area— from lumber 
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companies to vacation homeowners like himself to the “mountaineers from every hill and 
cove in the Smokies.”
42
  
 Although Wright was personally positioned as a lawyer for the lumber interests 
and a wealthy landowner within the Smokies, he was careful to draw attention primarily 
to the plight of the Appalachian farmers in his campaign.  From the beginning, park 
boosters attempted to avoid discussing the true implications of converting the small tracts 
of the farmers into park land.  For a time, they adamantly insisted that no people would 
lose their homes when the Smokies park was created.  Whether this was a blatant lie or a 
naive assumption is unclear.  However, a February 16, 1926 article in the Knoxville 
Sentinel reveals that mountain homeowners were at least misled concerning their ultimate 
fate.  The article, titled “Park Won’t Evict People of Mountains,” stated that “Col. 
Chapman declares there will be jobs for all and homes free of rent.  Col. Chapman says 
the park will be the best new opportunity for mountain people to assuage mounting fears.  
‘They would have better jobs and make more money than they have ever had in their 
lives.’”
43
  The article went on to list some of these jobs: guides, game wardens, camping 
party conductors.  Women will have a market for their crafts as they live out their lives 
rent free in the park.   
 This article betrays Chapman’s condescending sense of cultural superiority to the 
“people of the mountains.”  Chapman assumed that the people would gladly relinquish 
their semi-subsistence, semi-market-based lifestyles for the chance to work tourist-
oriented jobs in the park.  Women whose “crafts” provided useful goods to their 
communities wouldn’t mind selling these “quaint” items to curious tourists.   
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 Once Tennessee and North Carolina approved state laws that allowed them to use 
the power of eminent domain to condemn lands within the park and force owners to sell 
to the state, some observers began to take a more realistic view of the effect this would 
have on landholders within the proposed park area.  In the ensuing controversy, some 
people defended the states’ rights to condemnation while others more adamantly 
defended the rights of mountain people to keep their homes. An April 14, 1929 letter to 
the editor of the Knoxville News Sentinel threatened opposition to the Tennessee park bill 
(to provide state monies for land purchase) if the clause to provide Tennessee with the 
power of eminent domain were not removed. 
If you are a home owner, no matter how humble that home may be, just suppose that some one 
proposed to force you to sell your home for park purposes.  Your home, with all its sentimental 
value to you, which perhaps your father and his father before him slaved to improve and beautify.  
Your neighbors and friends, life-long ties of friendship… you must leave all these things so dear 
to your heart and take up life anew in a strange land among strangers.  There is a tragedy--- stark, 
grim tragedy, the equal of which is found only in the captivity of the Jews or the history of the 
Armenians.  To evict these folks for the pleasure and profit of the rest of the state would be a blot 
upon the state that the barbarism of the Huns could not match.
44    
 
One “park enthusiast” was quoted in the Knoxville Free Press, voicing an entirely 
unfeeling opinion of the “mountain people:” “Why of course they should be driven out of 
those mountains… They are ignorant, illiterate, and barely able to keep the wolf from the 
door.  They ought to be driven down to the lowlands, put to work in factories.  
Educated.”
45
 At the same time, an editorial by Edward Neeman, editor of the Knoxville 
News Sentinel provided a very rational justification for the use of eminent domain: 
And why all this opposition to the condemnation clause?  It is well known that no great public 
project can succeed without condemnation powers.  The state highway commission has the right to 
condemn rights-of-way.  We would never get roads if it didn’t.  Railroads and water power 
companies are given power to condemn land.  Sites are condemned for public buildings.  A 
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national park is as important as a railroad or a highway or a public building.  To East Tennessee 




Despite his organization of opposition on behalf of his “friends, the 
mountaineers,” Jim Wright was always under suspicion of being a self-interested fraud.  
It was revealed that he had used condemnation suits back when he was railroad 
commissioner in Tennessee.
47
  He was suspected of having planted signs in Cades Cove 
that portrayed the cove residents as ignorant and illiterate for land-buyers to see when 
they were in the field.  One sign read: “Col. Chapman You and Host/Are Notfy Let the 
Cove/Peopl Alone Get Out Get/Gone 40M Limit.”  This contrasts markedly with a letter 
to the editor sent by a Cove resident: “Our ancestors fought in the American revolution.  
Have we no right to life, liberty, HOME and happiness?  Fresh warm blood from Cade’s 
Cove redeemed the soil of France to make the world safe for Democracy—must Cade’s 
Cove submit to Kaiserism?”
48
  The best evidence of Wright’s hypocrisy is the fact that he 
stopped fighting for the “mountaineers” once a settlement was made to allow the people 
of his vacation community in Elkmont to have lifetime leases with a loophole that made 
those leases transferable.
49
   
A testament to the growing national publicity of the condemnation controversy in 
North Carolina and Tennessee is an article appearing in the New York Times on February 
8, 1931 titled “Upholds Taking Land for Tennessee Park.”  The article described John 
Oliver of Cades’ Cove’s final appeal to the Tennessee State Supreme Court in opposition 
to the state’s condemnation suit on his land, and explained the final opinion written by 
Chief Justice Grafton Green: “Although the land was to be conveyed to the government, 
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the public use was common to the State and to the government.”
50
  Thus, public claims 
won out over private claims in both the context of the state and the nation. 
 Once the Park Service took over management of the Smokies park in January of 
1931, after making an unprecedented allowance for the inability of the states to 
completely buy all the land required in the original park bill due to the onset of the Great 
Depression, it made its policy clear regarding park “inholdings.”  Any former resident not 
old or infirm enough to be granted a life-time lease must leave the park soon after selling 
their land.  Homes and businesses were systematically destroyed to prevent “squatting” 
and to eliminate fire hazards after people left.
51
  Some log cabins and almost all churches 
were left standing, but post 1850s frame houses were all destroyed or removed.   
Becoming Sacred 
 Once the Great Smoky Mountains National Park became a reality, especially after 
it was officially established by Congress on June 15, 1934, 
52
  controversy immediately 
arose over the park’s management priorities.  Wilderness advocates, led by Harvey 
Broome of the Smoky Mountains Hiking Club, opposed extensive road building and 
commercial development within the park.
53
 During 1930s and 1940s, they butted heads 
with many of the original park boosters, most of whom were “good roads” advocates and 
saw the park primarily as a public space created for the “pleasure and the profit of the 
people.”  In 1935 the Great Smoky Mountains Conservation Association sent a list of 
development proposals to Park Service officials. 
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These proposals included an elaborate gateway, complete with an avenue of flags and an electric 
sign bridging the road emblazoned with the words “Welcome to Mankind,” a large amphitheater 
with carillon and mission bells; statues scattered throughout the park honoring people involved in 
its establishment; a museum commemorating the human history of the region; a large-scale inn, 
lodge and restaurant development; and the damming of Abram’s Creek, so as to flood Cades Cove 




None of these proposals came to pass within the park.  The wilderness-oriented 
contingent who saw the park as “sacred ground” where no profit should be sought won 
out in the battle for park management.  However, the fact that the commemorative 
museum still seems appealing and that the flooding of Cades Cove seems particularly 
blasphemous attests to the influence of the sacralizing of history (heritage) on our modern 
sensibilities. 
 Since the mid-1940s, the park service has become increasingly dedicated to the 
part of its mandate that calls for the preservation of the “historical resources therein”
55
 as 
well as the natural.  Yet, “preserving history” is inevitably a tricky business since history 
as the study of change is inevitably dynamic.  Managers must make decisions about what 
aspects of history ought to be preserved that are necessarily exclusionary.  In the case of 
the GSMNP, “pioneer” history was favored over the 20
th
-century history of the people 
who lived within the park area.  Since only log cabins remained standing after the park’s 
initial period of home destruction, the pre-1860 picture of the park was the only 
“authentic” one that could be created.  In 1946, the park hired Hiram Wilbern as historian 
and curator.  Wilbern focused on Cades Cove and Cataloochee, the sites of the two 
largest former-communities within the park.  He wanted to create an “outdoor museum of 
mountain life,” initiating a “historical program to perpetuate the scene of Cades Cove 
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area as it was when the park was established.”
56
  The park service decided that the best 
way to create this outdoor museum was to manage the Cove as “one big farm” with the 
cultivation of non-native fescue grass and the grazing of beef cattle.  Interested lessees, 
including Kermit Caughron, who was to live in the Cove the longest of anyone, paid a 
small cash rent for the privilege of raising cattle and living on the land.  An 11-mile, one-
way loop road allowed tourists to visit the Cove via automobile, viewing the livestock 
and the lessees at their work.  The Cove’s collection of log-cabins and its first frame 
house were interpreted historically for the benefit of visitors.
57
   
This method of exhibiting the Cove perpetuated a Romantic collective memory of 
the “pioneer culture” of the mountains and helped to make the Cove the most popular 
destination within the park.  This collective memory served to make the Cove into a 
sacred place in the minds of repeat tourists.  This has become increasingly clear in the 
last couple years during which the NPS has been formulating the Cades Cove 
Opportunities Plan to develop a “long-range management vision for Cades Cove that will 
enhance the quality of the visitor experience through protecting natural resources, 
preserving cultural heritage and managing traffic congestion.”
58
  Overwhelmingly, people 
do not want to change the way the Cove has been managed for the majority of its time 
under the park service; they share a particular image and memory of the cove made 
sacred through the management practices that promoted repetition of tourist rituals. For 
example, 98% of those surveyed were opposed to a mass transit system being introduced 
to the Cove, and 91% of those surveyed wanted to bring cattle back to the Cove. (Cattle 
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grazing in the Cove ended with the retirement of Kermit Caughron in 1999.) 100% of 
those surveyed wanted to maintain the historic structures within the Cove.
59
   
 Like the grassy balds, the meadow-like environment of the Cove became 
something highly valued by many people, even those who thought of themselves as 
supporters of wilderness, demonstrating that both the “unnatural” and the “inauthentic” 
can become sacred in the minds of those for whom they have national or personal 
historical significance. 
Conclusion: Sacred Space in a Public Context  
 Today the Great Smoky Mountains National Park is an island of preservation in a 
sea of development.  To the North, the gateway communities of Gatlinburg and Pigeon 
Forge entice visitors with tourist attractions not unlike the Conservation Association’s 
proposed electric sign.  There are so many things to do in the region that families don’t 
even always make it to the park. The park is a quiet space of green in contrast to the 
hustle and bustle of these towns just beyond the boundary that began only as an idea. 
Nevertheless, in the peak season, the park is crowded enough to leave solitude only for 
the most ambitious back country hikers.  “Good roads” connect Knoxville and Asheville 
along the park’s north border, while smaller more primitive roads wind to Cades Cove in 
the west and from Cataloochee to Cosby in the east.   
 The GSMNP today is often blanketed in smog from nearby regional coal plants 
and small cities.  Nature lovers clamber for a space in the crowded campgrounds while 
projects to exhibit  the park’s extensive collection of Appalachian material culture are 
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often aborted due to lack of funding.
60
  At the same time, the park is claimed as beloved 
by diverse publics from the descendents of men like D.C Chapman, to the “tourists from 
Massachusetts,” to even the children and grandchildren of former “mountaineers.”  The 
families of these former mountain residents can now compare the preserved remnants of 
their community architecture with the thriving but garish towns of Gatlinburg and Pigeon 
Forge.  Some, like Randolph Shields, expressed relief that towns like Cades Cove were 
spared the fate of tourism-transformation “suffered” by these “gateway” communities 
while others like Kermit Caughron, the last resident of Cades Cove,  expressed a more 




  The longer the park exists, the more entrenched and simultaneously contested 
become its multiple identities as a sacred space, and the more challenging becomes the 
process of maintaining it as a public space.  The GSMNP is a place of natural and 
historical processes protected and perpetuated by the “artificial” hand of the park.  
Managers and laymen lovers of the park are forced to become increasingly aware of the 
limits of this “artificial” separation between preserved wilderness and the mundane, but 
“naturally” encroaching private and commercial space beyond.  It is possible that history 
is always a process of disillusionment.  However, this GSMNP’s history does not reveal 
the park’s sacred identity to be merely an illusion; it enriches it and makes it all the more 
tangibly real.  
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Cuyahoga Valley National Recreation Area 
 
 
(Brandywine Falls, CVNP, photograph by the author) 
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Encountering a Park 
 It is an overcast day in early November, and the peculiar colorlessness of Ohio 
sloughs across the landscape, blending the brown of the grass with the gray of the sky.  I 
am driving east on the Ohio turnpike toward the Cuyahoga Valley National Park, a 
narrow, 33,000 acre corridor along the Cuyahoga River between Cleveland and Akron.  
The Ohio turnpike passes through a seemingly endless array of suburbs and “bedroom 
communities” with their strip malls and multiplex movie theaters visible from the 
highway.   Suddenly, the big box retail centers and McMansions disappear, and the land 
is covered with nothing but trees.  The ground dips steeply below the level of the 
highway as the road becomes a high bridge over the river.  The Cuyahoga River is 
invisible from the highway, announcing itself only by means of a small green and white 
sign.  The highway is like a ribbon of limbo, disconnected from the land. 
 When I reach exit 180, I pay my toll and take route 8 south to 303 through historic 
downtown Peninsula, passing 19
th
 century churches and porch-front stores with their 
names proclaimed in gold calligraphy on wooden signs.  At the intersection with 
Riverview Road, I turn left toward Akron and drive along a two-lane “scenic highway,” 
paralleling the old B&O tracks used by the park service for guided tours of the park.  I 
pass stands of beech trees that glow golden against the gray landscape.  I pass through the 
town of Everett, its turn-of-the-20
th
-century structures either empty or converted into 
administrative buildings, their original wooden facades and moldings coupled with 
geothermal heating and composting toilets.  When I reach Akron, Riverview turns to 
Merriman and the ubiquitous strip malls reappear, even if their appearance has been 
dignified with quaint signage to reflect their proximity to the park. 
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 The contrast between the tree-lined curves of Riverview Road. and the densely 
developed lots of Merriman is striking, but Riverview’s landscape is also clearly 
designed with people in mind.  Signs alert travelers to pleasant picnic spots, 
environmental education centers and trailheads.  And despite the “natural appearance” of 
the tangle of trees and undergrowth shedding orange and yellow leaves on the banks of 
the road, number markers and gravel driveways without corresponding homes are 
evidence of recent change. 
  What is today Cuyahoga Valley National Park was originally authorized 
by Congress in 1974 as Cuyahoga Valley National Historical Park and Recreation Area 
under Public Law 93-555.  It was created “for the purpose of preserving and protecting 
for public use and enjoyment, the historic, scenic, natural and recreational values of the 
Cuyahoga River and the adjacent lands of the Cuyahoga Valley and for the purpose of 
providing for the maintenance of needed recreational open space necessary to the urban 
environment…”
1
  The Cuyahoga Valley was viewed as fundamental to Ohio’s (and 
America’s) natural and cultural history and thus needed to be protected from encroaching 
urban/suburban sprawl.  Park promoters believed developers were greedy and 
shortsighted, and they distrusted local zoning laws they viewed as impermanent, subject 
to the attraction of broadening community tax bases through commercial and residential 
development.  The park was also created to provide access to outdoor recreation for the 
numerous residents of Midwestern cities (especially Cleveland and Akron) who did not 
live within easy travel proximity of a national park.  Both an expanded commitment to 
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national parks on the part of the executive and the burgeoning “energy crisis” of the 
1970s and subsequent nationwide sensitivity to energy prices and travel distances 
provided added support for the CVNRA.   
 The park was opposed by those who did not feel that the Cuyahoga Valley was 
“sacred” enough to be managed by the federal government and join the national park 
pantheon.  Even as natural regions of “pristine wilderness” were shrinking, and many 
people with power began to abandon the ideal of the sublime in favor of the pragmatic 
protection of any green space, national standards were still set such that national parkland 
was expected to display features associated with more traditional notions of the sacred.  
Among those who opposed the park were locals familiar with the “crown jewels of the 
West” within the national park system and federal officials convinced that the Cuyahoga 
Valley lacked national significance.  Strikes against the perceived “sacredness” of the 
Cuyahoga Valley included its lack of outstanding scenic features and the level of 
pollution within the river.  The park was also opposed by locals and developers who felt 
that it would infringe on their rights to private property and self-determined development.  
Many locals felt that they had already done and would continue to do a good job 
preserving the valley from unfavorable development and pollution.
2
  Local townships 
also feared the losses to their tax bases that the creation of the park would effect.  Even 
thirty years after its establishment, Cuyahoga Valley National Park continues to navigate 
this delicate balance between preservation of sacred space, promotion of public space and 
negotiation of private space.   
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Regional History 
 Between the 1850s and the 1920s, the region of northeastern Ohio encompassing 
the cities of Cleveland and Akron experienced unprecedented economic and population 
growth.  Cleveland’s economy was enriched by the presence of John D. Rockefeller’s 
Standard Oil
3
 while Akron received a boost from the presence of B.F. Goodrich’s rubber 
company and Frank and Charles Seiberling’s Goodyear Tire Company in the 1890s.  As 
more rubber companies flocked to the area over the next few decades, Akron became the 
rubber capital of the United States.
 4
  
The region’s economic growth was based squarely on a strong foundation of 
transportation beginning with the Ohio and Erie Canal completed in 1832.  The railroad 
boom of the 1850s allowed industrial products from the region to be easily shipped to 
ports in the east, and it allowed workers to migrate to jobs in the growing iron and steel 
industries.  In addition to easy access to transportation, lax environmental laws 
contributed to rapid industrial growth within Cleveland and Akron.  According to the 
Encyclopedia of Cleveland History, city and state governments encouraged “industry to 
use the Cuyahoga River and Lake Erie as an unlimited sources of ‘free’ water,” and 
allowed “industries to discharge wastes into the river, the lake, and the air…”
5
 With only 
a brief hiatus during the Great Depression, northeast Ohio continued its steady heavy 
industry-based economic expansion until the 1960s. 
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 A number of factors contributed to northeast Ohio’s industrial decline beginning 
in the 1960s.  One important factor was the advent of the interstate highway system.  
Before highways looped across America, bypassing cities and diverging from traditional 
rail routes, automobiles were primarily used for recreational touring.  A New York Times 
article from 1925 put car use into perspective, describing the route from New York City 
to Chicago in the manner of a travel magazine: 
Cleveland is the largest city in Ohio and impresses the visitor by its broad and well-paved streets.  
Its green lawns and parks.  The enormous viaduct across the Cuyahoga Valley at the foot of 





Interstate highways, begun under the Eisenhower administration, “freed much industrial 
production from 19th-century water and rail systems.”
7
 With overnight trucking, 
manufacturers were able to move production to southern states where labor was cheaper 
and civil rights laws insuring equal treatment of minority workers were not in effect. As 
industry drained from the cities and former industrial workers grew increasingly 
impoverished, middle and upper class residents fled to the suburbs, commuting to white 
collar jobs within the city via the newly built highway system. 
 With the process of deindustrialization and suburbanization in the 1960s and 
1970s came a newfound consciousness of the environmental impact of the heavy industry 
of the past century.  Many former industrial sites were declared “brown fields” by the 
EPA and the newly pollution-conscious public watched Cleveland in horror as the 
Cuyahoga River caught fire in 1969.  Although the Cuyahoga (and other city rivers) had 
burned numerous times since the mid 19
th
 century, the intellectual climate of the nation in 
the 1970s was such that the Cuyahoga river fire’s bad publicity could effect change.  
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Residents and politicians alike pushed for environmental legislation in recognition of the 
fragile balance between humanity and its ecosystems.   
Casting the Valley as Sacred 
 It was in this climate of concern over degradation of the physical environment as 
well as the effects of “sprawling” population as more and more people moved away from 
the cities that the Cuyahoga National Recreation Area was born.  With unstable slopes, 
prone to flooding and without potable water, the Cuyahoga Valley between Cleveland 
and Akron had escaped much development prior to the 1970s.  Aside from a few towns 
that grew up along the Ohio and Erie Canal in the early 19
th
 century, the valley was 
sparsely populated.  However, in the early 1970s, the valley was poised on the brink of 
change.  With city water piped in from Cleveland and Akron, the valley was open to 
development as it had never been before.  In the context of post-war suburbanization, 
Cleveland, Akron and Canton seemed on the verge of becoming one massive 
metropolitan area, obliterating the rural individuality of the Cuyahoga Valley.  In this 
context, John F. Seiberling, grandson of Frank A. Seiberling, the Akron rubber magnate, 
and chairman of northeast Ohio’s Tri-County Regional Planning Commission in 1965, 
urged Governor Rhodes and Secretary of the Interior Udall to establish a park (either 
state or national) in the Cuyahoga Valley.
8
   
 Turning the Cuyahoga Valley into a park was one logical way to preserve the 
landscape in its sparsely developed form.  In the early 1970s, there was already a strong 
precedent for parks in the valley, providing recreation and conservation opportunities for 
the region.  In 1970, the Cuyahoga Valley was dotted with about 18,500 acres of 
“metroparks.”  The metroparks began in 1911 when the Ohio General Assembly passed 
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the County Park Commission Act authorizing the development of parks between the state 
and city level.  The Cuyahoga County Park Commission created the Cleveland 
Metropolitan Park District and hired the landscape architecture firm of Frederick Law 
Olmsted (the famed creator of New York’s Central Park) to create a network of parks 
outside the city that came to be known as the “Emerald Necklace.”
9
  This metropolitan 
park model was soon copied by many other cities within Ohio, especially the city of 
Akron on the other side of the Cuyahoga Valley.  Olmsted’s parks were meant to serve as 
green oases, breaking the concrete rhythms of the city.  They were viewed as sacred by 
means of their contrast.   
Simultaneously with Seiberling’s initial push for a park in the Valley, local 
environmental groups were beginning to band together to “protect” the Valley from 
development “threats” they believed would change the unique character of the Valley.  
The 1960s and 1970s marked the beginning of an era in which such defensive language 
referring to the environment would become commonplace.  Two distinct incidents would 
help to galvanize support for anti-development environmental groups in the valley and 
build momentum for the movement to create a large state or national park.   
The first important event occurred in 1971, when Cleveland millionaire Nick 
Mileti proposed to build a giant sports stadium called the Midwest Coliseum, where route 
303 bisected I-77 near the small town of Peninsula, and move the Cleveland Indians 
there.  This plan spawned a flurry of controversy; it angered Cleveland city planners who 
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wanted to redevelop the lakefront, inner-city Indians fans and residents of the Cuyahoga 
Valley.  According to Ron Cockrell
10
, writer of the CVNRA administrative history: 
Opponents to the Mileti plan were numerous…  The most vocal and active opponents, however, 
were Valley residents themselves who feared that the Coliseum would open the floodgates of 




Valley residents organized the Cuyahoga Valley Association with the hope of blocking 
Mileti’s project by attacking his plans for water and sewer lines.  Despite vigorous 
organized opposition by citizen’s groups and compounded by national environmental 
groups such as the Sierra Club, Mileti’s plan went forward, and by 1973 the Coliseum’s 
steel skeleton was already in place.  Although unsuccessful, the fight against Mileti and 
the Midwest Coliseum filled Cuyahoga Valley environmentalists and heritage 
enthusiasts, including proponents of some kind of valley-wide park, with a sense of 
urgency.  For them, the beauty and historic character of the valley they held dear was 
hanging in the balance.   
 Two more events would simultaneously make citizens’ groups more conscious of 
their power and more fearful of the potential power of developers.  The first was an 
attempt by Ohio Edison to string high tension wires through a segment of the valley held 
to be particularly scenic, and the second was a proposal for a large housing development 
called Towpath Village.  Ohio Edison’s efforts were curtailed by a Summit County 
lawsuit and the Towpath Village was kept from expanding to its full intended size by 
environmental groups including the Cuyahoga Valley Association, Citizens Organized to 
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Protect the Environment, and the Ohio Department of Natural Resources.  According to 
Ron Cockrell, 
The above development controversies helped focus public attention on the Cuyahoga Valley and 
garnered support for its preservation.  The event shocked the community into an awareness that it 




    
 John Seiberling, who, like Cockrell, viewed commercial development within the 
valley as inevitably exploitative, also believed that it would take more than concerned 
citizens groups’ lawsuits to stop development from overrunning the valley in the future.  
He believed that only through the power of the state or national government could the 
valley be protected for all time. 
 Immediately after he was elected to the House of Representatives in 1970, John 
Seiberling introduced a bill in Congress calling for a national park in the Cuyahoga 
Valley.  In soliciting support for his bill, he appealed to his fellow congressmen’s sense 
of what was sacred to the increasingly urbanized American culture: environmental 
uniqueness and beauty and historical relevance.  In a speech before the 93
rd
 Congress in 
support of H.R. 7076, the bill he cosponsored with Seiberling, Rep. Charles Vanik of 
Cleveland expounded on the historical significance of the valley as well as the key 
elements that made it a sacred space worth saving.  He described Interior Secretary 
Stewart Udall’s 1966 visit to the valley during which Udall declared that the government 
should apply its “expertise in planning, development and management to saving one of 
America’s priceless undeveloped valleys.”
13
  Vanik went on to state: 
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 Session, April 12, 1973-April 18
th
, 1973, 





The reason for our concern is obvious.  The natural beauty of the river is being choked between 
the sprawling expansion of Cleveland and Akron.  Shopping centers, quick food chains, filling 
stations and automobiles threaten to devour the irreplaceable richness of the valley floor. 
 
In reference to the rich industrial history of valley, he added: 
 
…the legacies of the past—indeed the entire history of the region—will be jeopardized if not 
enough care is taken to preserve it.
 14
   
 
In support of his bill, Seiberling put his position quite simply: 
All the studies of the [Midwest regional park] commission projected an enormous expansion of 
population and urban development in northeast Ohio for the remaining decades of this century… I 
could see the process with my own eyes as each year thousands of acres of green space 
disappeared under the blades of the bulldozers. 
   
The Cuyahoga and Tuscarawas river valleys are rich in Indian history and played a significant role 
in early Northwest Territory history.  Between the rivers lay the shortest portage point between the 
Great Lakes and the Ohio and Mississippi Valley.  In fact, the Cuyahoga was so important to the 
Indians as a trading route that it was declared ‘sacred ground’ to assure that it remain open, free 
from warfare, at all times. 
The purpose of this bill is, in effect, to adopt the Indian’s approach—to redeclare this land ‘sacred 
ground’ to be spared for all time from becoming an ‘asphalt jungle’ and to remain open as 




Seiberling wanted nothing less than for the valley to be preserved forever as a sacred 
space.  For Seiberling, “sacred ground” was something that could be “redeclared.”  
Unlike “sacred nature,” which had to be present for early park supporters to believe a 
space was “sublime” enough to become a park, Seiberling’s “sacred ground,” could be 
designated almost anywhere.   For Seiberling, sacredness was something that could be 
imposed from the outside; it was not only an innate quality that a place possessed.  Thus 
Seiberling was part of the process of reinterpreting “sacredness,” as applied to parks that 
began with the creation of the Great Smoky Mountain National Park in the 1920s. 
Public Persuasion 
 Regardless of the love many felt for the Valley as sacred ground, a more 
convincing argument was needed before the area could be turned into a national park.  
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Unlike Yellowstone or Yosemite, the Cuyahoga Valley could not rest on its sublimity 
alone—everyone knew it was far from pristine, and not a place that necessarily inspired a 
rapturous closeness to the divine.  Thus arose the necessity of park promoters framing the 
debate in terms of the Valley’s importance as public space, fulfilling the recreational 
needs of the urban population of the Midwest.   
 Beginning in 1971, an expanded commitment on the part of the United States 
government to bringing “parks to the people” provided an excellent context for public-
spirited promoters of the Cuyahoga park.  Conservationists and recreation-ists alike 
lamented that America’s national parks were concentrated disproportionately in the West, 
far from centers of population, and especially far from the inner-city poor.  In his 1971 
State of the Union address, Richard Nixon declared that the US should “expand the 
Nation's parks, recreation areas, and open spaces, in a way that truly brings parks to the 
people where the people are.”
16
  Further articulating this new “Legacy of Parks 
Program,” Nixon’s Interior Secretary, Rogers Morton, declared, “One of the great social 
needs of America in the years ahead will be to provide refreshing recreational 
opportunities to the city dweller.  We can no longer accept the premise that parks are 
where you find them; we must identify—and create—parks where people need them.”
17
   
 The mechanism of this new policy was primarily intended to create parks out of 
available federal land near urban areas, such as abandoned military property.  The new 
policy led directly to the creation of two urban parks: Golden Gate National Recreation 
Area near San Francisco in 1971 and Gateway National Recreation Area near New York 
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City in 1972.  Collectively, these parks were knows as “the two gateways.”  Conveniently 
located on either coast, these two parks were intended primarily to serve as demonstration 
areas meant to encourage states to create urban parks for themselves.
18
 The text of the 




 Despite the Interior Department’s original intent not to spread urban parks across 
the country, the idea of a national park next to a population center was embraced 
wholeheartedly by the promoters of the Cuyahoga Valley park.  Supporters dubbed the 
park “Gateway Midwest” and expounded enthusiastically on the benefits the park would 
bring to the entire region, especially in light of the travel restrictions created by the 1970s 
oil crisis.   
 In an April 1974 editorial, the Cleveland Plain Dealer combined elements of the 
sacred and public in explaining why it thought the Cuyahoga Valley should be preserved 
as a park. 
The Cuyahoga River Valley is a living lesson in how nature and man form the land. It is in great 
danger of being lost unless Congress takes immediate action to preserve it. National park status is 
the best way to make its survival certain.... The Cuyahoga River Valley national historical park 
and recreation area would be of immense benefit to the whole region and particularly to the 
immediate area. It would be unique among national parks because of its combination of historical 
interest and recreational opportunities, both those that could be developed within the park proper 
and those that already exist, such as Blossom Music Center and two ski areas.  Especially because 
of the probable continuation of the fuel shortage the valley should be preserved because of its 





Yet, despite support for the park from the vantage points of both the sacred and the 
public, the park proposal was not without numerous opponents.  
Opposition: Sacred, Public and Private Perspectives 
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 Although the fear of overdevelopment and adultery of the environment of the 
Cuyahoga Valley was widely felt, many people, including natives of the area, did not feel 
that the landscape of the valley was special enough to warrant elevation to national park 
status.  The Valley was nice, sure, but was it sacred?  Two articles from the Akron 
Beacon Journal’s Sunday Forum illustrate this debate tellingly.   
 The first article, entitled “A Nice Little Valley—But No National Park” and 
written by Warner S. Goshorn, a former landscape architect for the Akron Metropolitan 
Parks, declared that the push to turn the valley into a national park was “out of context. 
Far out!”  He went on to say: 
The Cuyahoga Valley has the potential of being a lovely, hardwood-clad, limestone-ribbed stream 
valley again and thus, particularly in the light of its past notoriety, enter into that rare state of grace 
permitted only to large groups of people who actually do something of value for themselves.  But 
grand scenery?  Unique?... I do mean to convey a genuine curiosity and some professional interest 
in wondering how a simple, sweet, little Midwestern country gal like Miss Cuyahoga Valley is 




One week later, James Jackson, president of the Cuyahoga Valley Association, countered 
with his own article for the Sunday Forum.  Jackson’s argument focused on the valley’s 
potential as a park within easy access of a large public:  
No one has claimed, of course, that the Cuyahoga Valley has the ‘super-scenery’—to use Mr. 
Goshorn’s phrase—of a Yellowstone or a Yosemite Park.  On a smaller scale, however, it does 
have some very pleasant scenery.  What’s more important, it’s 2000 miles closer.  In fact, it’s 
within an hour’s drive of four million people.  That makes it perfectly in keeping with the very 
sensible new goal of the National Park Service: To bring parks closer to the people…The 




Jackson acknowledged the attempts of local and state park districts to preserve the area, 
but he articulated the necessity of federal protection: 
But, in the race with commercial and housing developers, limited funds handicap the park districts 
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 For many within the federal government, the “parks to the people approach” was 
still not enough to warrant the vast undertaking of the Cuyahoga National Recreation 
Area.  For one thing, the river was still too polluted to allow the kinds of water 
recreational activities that were becoming associated with the “recreation area” model.  
Today, the National Park Service website still defines National Recreation Areas as 
“centered on large reservoirs and emphasize water-based recreation.”
24
 
 Many residents of the valley saw the space as personally sacred, not like a public 
religious shrine but on a small personal scale, like the ideal of home, and thus objected to 
its becoming a public park.  At forums held in local townships to discuss the park 
proposal, opponents claimed that they had always been able to take care of the area 
themselves and would rather continue to do so.  Back in 1968, just after the first 
recreational feasibility study of the Valley was completed, John Seiberling attended a 
meeting in Peninsula. Cockrell writes: 
Although there were many supporters, the opponents were the most vocal with shouts of “You’re 
trying to steal our land!” receiving loud applause.  When the dissenters said they could continue to 
protect the valley themselves, Seiberling retorted that if they believed that, they were ‘living in a 
dream world.’  He predicted if a park preserve were not established, one by one properties would 




 Ironically, some of the strongest dissent arose after the park was authorized, when 
federal land acquisition became a reality.  Leaders of townships within the park 
boundaries feared loss of the local tax base as well as the potential for increased pollution 
caused by an influx of visitors. In a letter to Senator Vanik written after she attended a 
clarifying meeting held in Sagamore Hills Township in the northern part of the park area, 
Mrs. Charles J. Foth wrote: 
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Pollution Problem: (Beer cans, whisky bottles, candy wrappers, you name it) Who cleans up the 





  Other residents were taken aback when the Army Corps of Engineers sought to 
acquire their land in fee title purchase as opposed to through more mild scenic easements.  
The text of Public Law 93-555 declared that scenic easements (paid restrictions on any 
kind of change to a property) should be used whenever possible, and that even if they sell 
their property in full, residents are entitled to lifetime leases if they so choose.
27
  
Although certain densely populated areas such as Peninsula and Boston Township were 
kept out of the park jurisdiction, isolated residents of the park area were sometimes told 
that their property was needed by the park service and that a scenic easement would not 
be possible. 
In a 1983 documentary titled “For All People for All Time,” Mark and Dan Jury 
dramatized the effects of land acquisition in the Cuyahoga Valley. The documentary 
focused on the lives of five valley residents whose properties were acquired by the 
government to be incorporated into the park.  The documentary emphasized the loss of 
these residents’ homes and cast the park’s policies as soundly unfair.  The efforts of 
Leonard Stein-Sapir, president of the Cuyahoga Valley Homeowners and Residents 
Association (CVHRA), a private property advocacy group, were portrayed as noble, and 
those he represented were portrayed as oppressed by the massive park bureaucracy. 
Both this documentary and an adaptation for PBS’s Frontline called “For the 
Good of All,” narrated by the advocacy journalist Jessica Savitch, focused on the plight 
of a few valley families. However, the first documentary broadened the scope of its 
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argument by putting the Cuyahoga conflict in the context of similar acquisition programs 
along the Delaware River in Pennsylvania and the Pinelands National Recreation Area in 
New Jersey.  The Jury brothers’ piece also emphasized the differences between the 
Cuyahoga park and the two Gateways where private land acquisition was not a problem.  
However, both documentaries attempted to manipulate the emotions of the viewer, 
showing former homes burnt for fire fighter practice, sad families standing on their 
driveways surrounded by an increasingly empty landscape and marching protesters with a 
voiceover declaring “fighting the park service is like fighting motherhood.”
28
 What the 
documentaries did not do is address the larger issues inherent within the park.  They did a 
good job of dramatizing the individual tragedy of being compelled to sell a home, but 
they did not balance this with the fair price paid for the home, or the benefits to nearby 
city dwellers that came with the creation of the park.   
 Cockrell puts the Cuyahoga land acquisition controversy within the context of the 
Sagebrush Rebellion.  In the late 1970s, a number of owners of private property within 
national parks organized the National In-holders Association which resisted the federal 
government’s attempts to acquire in-holdings in western parks in fee and called for all 
public land to be transferred to the states.
29
  The CVHRA sympathized with the 
Sagebrush Rebellion and encouraged homeowners to stay within the park so that the 
“community could be preserved.”
30
 
 Even Cockrell reluctantly admitted that the Homeowners’ Association provided a 
necessary forum for people to discuss the effects of the park on residents: 
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During the general management plan meetings, there was little or no discussion of the park’s 
impact on valley communities, but considerable attention was given to impacts on wildlife and 
flora.  Preservation of the community was notably absent.  Residents were frustrated when only 
form letters came from area congressmen.  The Homeowners Association, therefore, provided a 




When landowners chose to stay within the park, they were faced with more stringent 
laws; for instance their dogs were not allowed to kill animals and they could not use 
pesticides within their gardens.  The reality of living within a park was often unfavorable 
in comparison to visiting a park for recreation and relaxation. 
One of the underlying problems inherent in the Cuyahoga land acquisition 
controversy was whether the park had a greater responsibility to local communities or to 
its national constituency.  Although higher-ups in the Ford administration, including 
James Watt of the Bureau of Outdoor Recreation (later Reagan’s Secretary of the 
Interior), opposed the creation of the Cuyahoga Valley National Recreation Area 
(emphasis mine) because they felt the area did not warrant federal protection, once the 
park was created, the federal government had a responsibility to the national public to 
maintain the park literally “for all people, for all time.”  Thus the space of the park was 
further problematized. Beyond negotiating between creation/protection of sacred space 
and accessibility of public space, the park represented a fundamental change from 
formerly private space.   
Conclusion: Values Hanging in the Balance 
 Today, the park in the Cuyahoga Valley consciously acts to negotiate the balance 
between the sacred, the public and the private in its management practices.  Sections of 
the park have been designated wilderness in keeping with the 1975 Eastern Wilderness 
Areas Act that allows for areas that have been “abused” previously to be renamed 
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  These wilderness areas are protected from heavy recreational use, 
preserved as sacred to the American environmental body.  Two methods of preservation 
of the sacred are combined with the maintenance of historic buildings retro-fitted with 
green technology.
33
  The maintenance of the Ohio and Erie Canal towpath as a 20-mile 
bike path also contributes to the preservation of the area’s heritage.  At the same time, 
efforts to make the park more accessible to the public include the promotion of the 
Cuyahoga Valley Environmental Education Center to inner city youths, historical 
interpretation and educational role-playing at Wheaton Village
34
 and a plan to extend the 
valley’s scenic railroad north to Cleveland to provide a “gateway” of public 
transportation to the city.  Plans to create primitive camping facilities in the park are 
under consideration.
35
  On the personal, if not private, property front, the park created the 
Countryside Initiative with the intent to lease historic farmhouses and fields to farmers 
who agree to farm sustainably and sell their produce back to park visitors: 
To preserve the agricultural heritage of the Cuyahoga Valley, CVNP established a three-way 
partnership called the Countryside Initiative.  CVNP identifies park farmsteads and fields to be 
made available for long-term lease.  Private farmers (lessees) create a working, living, rural 
landscape.  Cuyahoga Valley Countryside Conservancy, a non-profit organization, assists both the 
park and the farmers with creating small-scale, environmentally friendly, sustainable farms that 




However, holdovers, such as lifetime lessees and a trailer community that refused to sell 
to the park continue to complicate the public/sacred fabric of CVNP. 
 Park officials’ decision to change the park’s name from the Cuyahoga Valley 
National Recreation Area to the Cuyahoga Valley National Park in 2000 represented their 
continuous process of self-reevaluation.  Perhaps they wanted to acknowledge that the 
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park’s green space is more similar to other national parks than to the two “gateways,” or 
perhaps they recognized that the park still lacks water-based recreational facilities.  
Whatever the reason, the managers of the Cuyahoga Valley National Park are conscious 
of the park’s power as a dynamic and disputed space to shape perceptions of those who 
visit it and to be shaped by the perceptions of its constituents.  The CVNP will have to 









































From Preservation to Creation 
   
 Over the course of the 20
th
 century, a paradigm shift occurred in Americans’ 
attitude toward the role of the federal government in the creation of national parks.  This 
can best be understood in terms of a movement from the federal government taking the 
initiative to set aside land already in the public domain for the preservation of sublime 
features for public enjoyment and inspiration to local activists and state politicians 
moving to create national parks for public purposes and then handing parkland over to 
the federal government to administer through the Park Service.   Although 
Yellowstone, established in 1872, was America’s (and the world’s) first official national 
park, both Yellowstone and Yosemite, established in 1864, shared a similar top-down 
preservationist establishment pattern.  The federal government, empowered by law to sell 
and grant land to different interests, enacted its first land grant for park purposes with its 
gift of the Yosemite Valley to the state of California on the stipulation that  
. . . the said State shall accept this grant upon the express conditions that the premises shall he held 
for public use, resort, and recreation; shall be inalienable for all time; 
. . . but leases not exceeding 10 years may be granted for portions of said premises. 
. . . all incomes derived from leases of privileges to be expended in the preservation and 




Eight years later, with a push by Ferdinand Hayden and others to establish Yellowstone 
National Park, it became clear that an identical act to that establishing Yosemite wouldn’t 
work for Yellowstone because most of the area to be included in the park lay in the 
Wyoming Territory.  This led the federal government to take on the responsibility of park 
administration itself under control of the Secretary of the Interior (44 years before the 
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establishment of the National Park Service), albeit under legislation very similar to 
theYosemite Act.  Yellowstone 
. . . is hereby reserved and withdrawn from settlement, occupancy, or sale. . . and dedicated and set 
apart as a public park or pleasuring-ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the people. . . . 
The Secretary may, in his discretion, grant leases for building purposes for terms not exceeding 10 
years, of small parcels of ground. . . . 
. . . all of the proceeds of said leases, and all other revenues that may he derived from any source 
connected with said park, to be expended under his direction in the management of the same, and 




These early parks were meant to preserve sublime “super-scenery” representative 
of America’s frontier and came about during a time in which there was much public 
debate over what to do with newly acquired public lands and how best to allocate 
resources.  In essence, these first parks represented a specific resource-allocation decision 
on the part of the Federal government.   
The creation of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park marked a significant 
change in American national park creation policy for two interrelated reasons: it was 
located east of the Mississippi river and it was constructed out of land that had been 
owned by individuals and corporations for over four generations.  The oldest eastern 
national park was Acadia in Maine, established in 1919.  However, Acadia was created 
out of land acquired and donated to the federal government by a single individual, 
George Dorr.
3
  GSMNP, on the other hand, was created out of a patchwork of private 
lands, lands that had to be acquired by the states of Tennessee and North Carolina and 
donated to the federal government before the park could be administered by the NPS.  
The GSMNP was consciously created through the concerted efforts of local boosters and 
politicians for the express benefit of the public.  Although arguments about the 
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distinctive, superior quality of the natural scenery within the park were used to justify the 
park’s creation, park proponents mostly desired to create the park in order to 
economically benefit the region.  Although the Smokies region was considered beautiful 
enough to live up to Secretary Yard’s rigorous standards, there were no top down efforts 
to preserve the area specifically because of its sacred qualities (as there had been at 
Yosemite and Yellowstone). On the national level, bringing parks to the populated east 
was cited as a primary reason for creating the GSMNP. 
The creation of the Cuyahoga Valley National Recreation Area (cum National 
Park) represented a further step in the direction away from the preservation of 
outstanding natural features because of their inherent sacredness and significance to 
national identity and toward creation of park space that would only be reinterpreted as 
sacred once it was inducted into the NPS for the benefit of the public.  In essence 
GSMNP was still viewed as inherently sacred while the CVNRA was seen by its 
proponents as instrumentally sacred, consecrated through the act of preservation.  To 
some, this was an appropriate broadening of sacred nature to encompass “open space” in 
response to changing population patterns.  To others, this was an adulteration of the 
specific understanding of the sacred still held by many environmentalists and many 
officials in the NPS, the idea of sublime, non-human wilderness.
4
   
The creation of the CVNRA also marked a division between the desires of park 
boosters and creators on the ground and the desires of the NPS and the Department of the 
Interior.  No one believed that the Cuyahoga Valley was a pristine wilderness.  It was 
(merely) a nice rural open space between two encroaching urban centers.  Consequently, 
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the Department of the Interior expressly opposed the creation of this new park that it 
would have to administer.  NPS officials believed that a place like the Cuyahoga Valley 
ought to be under the jurisdiction of the State of Ohio and no more.  If the Cuyahoga 
Valley retained any elements of “sacred nature” it did so to a lesser degree than other 
places such as the Great Smoky Mountains.  The Cuyahoga Valley could only be viewed 
as sacred if sacred as applied to the space of parks were reinterpreted to include 
“reinvented” nature or human-influenced culture in addition to or instead of “pristine” or 
“sublime” features.  To the officials of the NPS, only places that were “naturally” sacred 
(or were there to provide an example for the states, e.g. Golden Gate) deserved protection 
by the federal government. 
John Seiberling and other park supporters believed that the CVNRA was a project 
that ought to be supported by the federal government, that it represented the future of the 
national park paradigm.  They believed that the NPS ought to be in the business of 
reserving open space and preserving history for the benefit of populated urban areas.  In 
the CVNRA bills, the role of the park in “preserving the community” and “keeping the 
valley the way it is for all to enjoy” was emphasized.  Scenic easements were meant to be 
a tool that could allow people to continue to live in the park, preserving the “character” of 
the area.  However, it would become apparent that although park boosters went over the 
heads of the park service in the creation of the CVNRA, they couldn’t bypass the Park 
Service’s traditions in park administration and turn the CVNRA into something entirely 
new.  Despite the culture-focus of the CVNRA legislation, even in the 1970s, the NPS 
remained a “back to nature” organization at heart, devoted to managing non-human 
nature, America’s version of Royal’s “Virgin.”  
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Back to Nature: The NPS’s Management Style 
 Despite the increasingly people-oriented, creative nature of these 20
th
 century 
national parks, at least in the minds of their creators, the NPS was slow to change its 
focus, tending to favor a wilderness-style preservation ethic over a more people-centered 
management style.  Blessed/cursed with its dual mandate of the 1916 Organic Act, the 
NPS had always juggled its mission to preserve “natural and historic” objects with its 
mission to promote tourism within parks.  However, between the “natural” and the 
“historic,” the park service has historically tended to favor the natural in its preservation 
priorities.   
While expressly rejecting the more outrageous tourist-oriented schemes of the 
GSMNP park promoters, the Park Service also had to deal with the potential of having 
people living within the park.  In its efforts to eradicate unwanted people from the park, 
the Park Service adopted a policy of destroying abandoned homes and limiting life-time 
leases to particularly well-behaved or elderly individuals.  In the process, many structures 
that could be considered “historic” for a variety of reasons were lost.   
In the CVNRA, Bill Birdsell, the first park superintendent, admittedly espoused a 
preference for a natural park.  He followed a policy of buying, in fee, any property 
offered to him by a park “inholder,” and preferred to buy properties in fee than to use 
scenic easements, even when the park didn’t already have a plan for the use of private 
properties purchased in fee.  John Seiberling recalled conversations with Birdsell in 
which he had to press him to preserve historic structures and not just let properties go 
“back to nature.” 
The only problem I had with Bill Birdsell was that he was an old-time “Smokey the Bear” ranger-
type and he thought this whole valley ought to go back to nature.  So he bought more houses than I 
 88 
think he probably had to buy.  He didn’t use muscle.  People kept coming and saying they wanted 




Bill had this long list of additional properties that they ultimately wanted to acquire—houses.  I 
said, “Bill, how much money do you think this is eventually going to cost?”  He said, “Well about 
$160 million dollars.”  I said, “The law that we wrote says that you are to preserve the natural and 
historic character of the park.  Where you have historic houses, they ought to stay, the cornfields 
ought to stay.  The only houses I think you should be buying are the ones that are eyesores or that 





Even after the NPS became amenable to preserving historic structures within the park, it 
remained clear that there was no place within the park for whole communities that were 
privately managed and oriented toward a small, specific public.  People living within the 
park found themselves subject to stringent laws protecting the natural elements of the 
park, from the “weeds” to the squirrels.  A civic community as most people construe it 
could not in actuality be “preserved” within the park environment.   
“Heritage” Makes People-preservation Possible 
 Park promoters in both the Great Smokies and the Cuyahoga Valley often 
espoused views about the coming parks’ abilities to “preserve the way of life” in the local 
area.  To assuage the fears of local residents who were worried they would lose their 
homes to the new public space of the park, promoters spoke of “the new dignity of living 
in the park” or the park as a means to “preserve the community.”  I would argue that, 
whether or not the park promoters were intentionally duplicitous, these views are 
inherently naïve.  In an environment dedicated to preserving the sacred, it is impossible to 
preserve a civic “community” because such communities are inherently secular.
7
  For a 
community to be a living entity, it must have many possible futures.  To perpetuate 
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themselves, communities must be dynamic and open to development.  Communities can 
only be “preserved” if they are not overly limited in their potential to change.  However, 
if communities are converted into heritage, they can be preserved without change in 
perpetuity.
8
   
 The two key components of heritage that make it something that can exist blithely 
within national parks is that it can be preserved in a basically static manner (only as 
dynamic as the cyclical rhythms of nature) and that it can be made entirely public.  
Heritage is produced when history and culture mix with memory and specific modes of 
interpretation.  Different combinations of these ingredients produce different varieties of 
heritage, but what they have in common is that they are static and unchanging.  Heritage 
communicates a coherent narrative, imbued with meaning.  Heritage can be set aside, 
enshrined and thus consecrated, rendered sacred.  Once it is held sacred, heritage is often 
defended or clung to even when elements of the history used to create it are contested or 
shown to be false. 
 Heritage is also something that can be completely public.  History is a complex 
mixture of private motives and public movements, but heritage, the reified story that 
emerges, belongs to everyone (at least everyone in a particular group).  In the case of the 
heritage preserved within national parks, the public is national so the heritage belongs to 
everyone.  Once heritage is created out of the multiple histories within a park, the NPS 
has something it can preserve, something that can be interpreted as sacred, if not sublime. 
In recent years, the park service has created some innovative heritage-oriented programs 
that evince a semblance of dynamism but can, on a baseline level, be kept the same 
                                                 
8
 See Graeme Aplin, Heritage: Identification, Conservation and Management, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002) for a thorough analysis of the concept of “heritage,” specifically in a European and Australian 
context.  
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forever.  The countryside initiative in the CVNP where farmers can rent historic farmland 
and houses from the park service and farm the land sustainably, selling the produce to 
park tourists, is one such heritage-oriented program. 
 Those who truly desire to have their “way of life” preserved are unlikely to be 
fully satisfied with this as an alternative because their way of life will never be exactly 
the same as it was before the coming of the park.  Leonard Stein-Sapir of Cuyahoga 
Homeowners and Residents Association fame provides a prime example.  In a 1989 
interview with Ron Cockrell, Sapir made (unintentionally, I believe) contradictory 
statements about communities within the park.  Describing life both under scenic 
easements and lifetime leases (which all “inholders” within the CVNRA were granted if 
they wanted them), he described the problem of a deteriorating community. 
When you’re living in an area where everyone is owned by scenic easement, where everybody is 
owned not by scenic easement, but by a term of years or “life estates,” you’re living in a 
community with no future.  In every year another person is going to die or their term of years is 
up, and the government is going to come in and tear the house down.  So it is a dying 




 Yet, even after Sapir left the park on his wife’s urging (for the sake of their 
children), he continued to take a class action suit to the Supreme Court aimed at 
protecting the right of “communities” within the park. 
That was a class action suit that we filed which I financed.  It was our feeling that without going 
through all the legal concepts that since the right of family and community is protected under the 
Constitution, in this particular case, before the government could interfere with the concept of 
family and community, they had to have a showing of specific need for the home that they were 
taking.  We thought it was a good legal argument and even though the Supreme Court decided not 




A different, historically influenced view was held by Randolph Shields, a former resident 
of Cades Cove, the community within the GSMNP similarly famous for bringing a court 
case against eminent domain to the Supreme Court of Tennessee.  After seeing how 
                                                 
9
 Leonard R. Stein-Sapir Interview, May 24
th
, 1989 in Cockrell Compendium, 683.  
10
 Stein-Sapir as quoted in Cockrell, 684.  
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gateway communities developed in towns such as Gatlinburg and Pigeon Forge, Shields 
expressed relief that the “heritage” of Cades Cove could be preserved within the park for 
all time.
11
  These opposing views of the satisfaction of heritage preservation within parks 
demonstrate how just as heritage is valued in different ways, its preservation is contested. 
Reinterpreting the Sacred 
Just because a reinterpretation of the sacred is accepted by some doesn’t mean it 
will be acceptable to all.  The role of the NPS in the management of “heritage” in 
addition to or as opposed to non-human nature continues to be hotly debated even as 
heritage is consecrated by the majority of American society through reverence and rituals 
of visitation and remembrance.  Some environmentalists, particularly biocentrists, believe 
that only non-human nature, or wilderness, holds the key to the “preservation of the 
world,”
12
 and thus, like Adams’ “Virgin,” must be protected from the corrupting forces of 
modern society.  In such a view, there is little room for the elevation of human creation 
and culture to similar levels of sacredness.  With every reinterpretation come adherents to 
older modes of orthodoxy.  As long as they continue to embrace the dual mandate of the 
Organic Act, national parks will remain contested spaces where debates about what is 
sacred and worth protecting are enacted. 
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12
 Henry David Thoreau, author of Walden and spiritual father of much American environmental 
philosophy is quoted as saying “In Wilderness is the preservation of the world.” Henry David Thoreau, 
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America’s Museum, Then and Now 
 In 1925, an article in the Knoxville Sunday Journal described Secretary of the 
Interior Yard’s view of the role of national parks in America.  The article compared 
“Uncle Sam” to a collector whose museum is a mix of great and maudlin works and who 
uses his gallery as a recreation/dance hall.  Yard said that this museum should be cleaned 
up for the country to use for its highest purposes.  The recreational side of parks should 
be worked out separately from the establishment of “museums of great natural beauty:”   
Secretary Yard calls for the Preservation of our National Museum of the Original American 
Wilderness which our fore-fathers conquered and which is now so swiftly passing! And our 





Yet, just as our ideas about the content and mission of museums have changed since the 
late 19
th
 century, the NPS has changed in its conception of itself and its mission 
according to its “National Park System: Caring for the American Legacy” webpage.
 2
  
The NPS describes itself as a multipurpose organization: 
The National park Service preserves unimpaired the natural and cultural resources and values of 
the national park system for the enjoyment, education, and inspiration of this and future 
generations…The National Park System of the United States comprises 384 areas covering more 
than 83 million acres in 49 States, the District of Columbia, American Samoa, Guam, Puerto Rico, 
Saipan, and the Virgin Islands. These areas are of such national significance as to justify special 




These 384 units vary from the original “masterpiece” or “crown jewel” parks of the West 
to historic sites of no more than an acre to collections of steam engines interpreted for 
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 Knoxville Sunday Journal, “Yard Urges Restriction of National Parks to Areas of Sublime Beauty,” 
October 28
th
, 1925. In Great Smoky Mountains Conservation Society Scrapbook.   
2
 I could go off quite digressively about how museum have changed but the basic gist is that they’ve 
changed from places valued for their prestige and seen as places to often patronizingly educate the public in 
a national narrative to diverse places where communities are meant to be actively engaged in their own 
education. 
3
 The National Park System: Caring for the American Legacy, [online] at  
http://www.nps.gov/legacy/mission.html 
[23 March, 2006]. 
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their historical value alone.
4
  On the surface this may seem eclectic to the point of 
insignificance.  Secretary Yard would have been horrified by the apparent sacrilege of 
putting Yellowstone and Steamtown under the same umbrella.  Today, even a “dance 
hall” can be “of national significance” if it is infused with heritage.  But, the NPS is still 
about setting aside and managing that which Americans hold sacred, from nature to rural 
landscapes and material culture of their history(ies). 
 Over the course of the 20
th
 century, as units were added to the park system that 
would have been scoffed at for their lack of sublimity in the past, the concept of 
“sacredness” was reinterpreted by supporters of this pattern to allow more spaces to be 
bounded outside of private or civil public.  As America grew more pluralistic, so did 
Americans’ notions of the sacred.  As a public organization, the NPS has also changed in 
response to the attitudes of most Americans, rendering its unique brand of timelessness to 
more diverse spaces across the country. 
 The numerous movements around the country to transfer management from local 
or state authorities to the NPS attest to a deeply felt desire for the permanence lent by the 
stewardship of the park service.  People yearn for the security of knowing these spaces-
cum-artifacts will always be in the public domain protected from the momentary (but 
potentially destructive) whims of current and future generations.  With “national” 
designation, these spaces become tangible “lieux de memoire,”
5
 or “memory places” 
where collective memory in all its competing forms can reside—rendering these spaces 
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 Steamtown National Historic Site is located in Scranton, PA.  The introductory page of the website reads 
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 95 
luminous and authentic.  The NPS in its present incarnation lends people the confidence 
to believe that the commercial world can turn, but there will always be some places set 
apart from the day-to-day dynamics of the secular world. 
John Muir’s Cathedral 
Where then, does this leave “sacred nature?” 
Of his beloved giant sequoias, John Muir said  
There is something wonderfully attractive in this king tree, even when beheld from afar, that 
draws us to it with indescribable enthusiasm; its superior height and massive smoothly rounded 
outlines proclaiming its character in any company; and when one of the oldest attains full stature 
on some commanding ridge it seems the very god of the woods…; As far as man is concerned 




Hailed as the founder of the environmental movement in the United States and hero of 
the traditional preservationist narrative of national park history, John Muir held a deep 
spiritual, pantheistic love for nature.  Although he never expressly compared his favorite 
woods to cathedrals, Muir Woods, the forest of California redwoods and giant sequoias 
named for him, contains a “Cathedral Grove” where his commemorative plaque is placed.  
A song written as a tribute to him contains the chorus 
Leave Calvin and the Bible  
To the parish o' Dunbar  
Give a blind man back his eyes to find  
The brightest o' the stars  
Then lead him to the altar of a better God by far  




On the surface, the cathedral metaphor seems fitting only to the idea of the natural world 
as personally and collectively sacred, sublime, a place of and for gods.  However, after a 
critical analysis of the development of national parks over the course of the 20
th
 century it 
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becomes clear that the cathedral is a fitting metonymy for national parks on numerous 
levels. 
 Medieval cathedrals were built as sacred places where time would not interfere.  
They were set apart from the secular world, but they maintained a complex relationship 
with it.  They invigorated the local economy and they sapped the tax base; they were 
pilgrimage sites that brought “tourists” from across the world and they prompted riots of 
locals who didn’t want to support their construction at the expense of their needs.
8
  Their 
power and their contested status went hand-in-hand.  They were of the world even if they 
were set apart from it.  Although cathedrals formed the center of medieval city life in a 
way national parks do not, cathedrals also functioned as spiritual sanctuaries from every-
day life. 
 The legacy of park history is one of reinterpreting sacred space-- setting aside 
land and “resources” from the normal currents of secular commerce as special and 
different, worth “owning” by the national “public.”  Even as the creators of national parks 
became less concerned with preserving sublime and pristine nature, the new parks that 
were created were not only public spaces. They were elevated above the every-day, 
consecrated through an assurance of permanence.  They are now dynamic hybrid spaces 
where multiple interpretations of the “national park” can be enacted. In parks like 
Cuyahoga, areas redesignated “wilderness” are set aside as ecosystems with the least 
possible human intrusion.  Only miles away, city families roast marshmallows and sing 
songs, participating in rituals of park “heritage.”  Not far away, children learn about the 
                                                 
8
 Steven Murray, Notre Dame Cathedral of Amiens: the Power of Change in Gothic, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press,1996), chapter two, [online] at  
www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intdept/pnp/images/amiens.html 
[20 March, 2006]. 
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transportation legacy of the area, decades of human use of the river to move goods.  As 
human elements are introduced into sacred spaces, there will always be some who 
perceive this as corruption of something pure and divine.  The national parks will remain 
contested domains where reinterpretation struggles against orthodoxy without the 
freedom of private dominion or the fluidity of purely public discourse.  This process of 
constant reinterpretation and reevaluation of ideals is as much a part of America’s 
“sacred heritage” as its craggy mountain peaks or its industrial cities.   
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